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Employees within open-plan offices are at greater risk of experiencing anxiety in 
comparison to employees within cell offices. Organizational Behavior studies overlook why 
some employees within open-plan offices are more vulnerable of experiencing anxiety than 
others. This thesis addresses calls for richer recounts of the variation of employees’ 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. Specifically, this thesis investigates two 
research questions: what are the different ways employees understand their experiences of 
anxiety within open-plan offices? and how are employees’ understandings of experiencing 
anxiety related to the ways they experience anxiety within open-plan offices?  
 
From an interpretative paradigm, this study adopted a phenomenography approach to 
identify a variation of employees’ understandings of their experiences of anxiety within open-
plan offices. This study drew on the Personal Construct Theory (PCT) to explain how 
individuals can vary in their understandings of experiencing anxiety. Data was derived from 
19 semi-structured interviews and observations of employees’ experiences across three open-
plan offices. Data was analyzed using Sandberg (2000)’s phenomenography approach.  
 
Five understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices were identified. 
Employees who experience anxiety as helplessness feel stuck when experiencing anxiety. 
Employees who experience anxiety as hurt feel discomfort. Employees who experience 
anxiety as a vulnerability perceive anxiety is a weakness. Employees who experience anxiety 
as a problem to be solved express confidence in their ability to resolve anxiety. Employees 
who experience anxiety as stimulating self-development perceive anxiety as an opportunity 
for personal growth.  
 
Major findings postulate that employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt 
and a vulnerability are prone to maladaptive experiences of anxiety. Maladaptive experiences 
occur when anxiety interferes with one’s life in a negative manner. Employees who 
experience anxiety as a problem to be solved and stimulating self-development are prone to 
adaptive experiences of anxiety. Adaptive experiences occur when people are motivated to 
overcome anxiety. These understandings may underpin employees’ ways of experiencing 
anxiety within the open-plan offices. 
 
Employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety promoted and inhibited specific 
ways of experiencing anxiety. Employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a 
vulnerability promoted ways that emphasized negative aspects of anxiety. These 
understandings inhibited ways of experiencing anxiety that led to adaptive experiences of 
anxiety. Whereas, employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved and 
stimulating self-development promoted ways that emphasized positive aspects of anxiety. 
These understandings inhibited ways of experiencing anxiety that led to maladaptive 
experiences of anxiety. 
 
This study contributes to literature about employee wellbeing and the physical 
environment of work within the Organizational Behavior field. Theoretical implications 
include recognizing a variety of understandings of experiencing anxiety in contrary to the 
original PCT. Practical implications include advocating alternative coping approaches for 
employees’ idiosyncratic understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. 
This thesis argues a ‘one size fits all’ coping approach is inadequate for employees who differ 
in their understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
“To understand a person’s fears and anxieties, we must attempt to view the world as that 
person does” (Kleinknecht, 1991, p. 50) 
 
1. 1 Research problem 
On average, one in four employees are at risk of suffering from anxiety within 
Australian organizations (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). Anxiety is defined as “an 
emotional state, with the subjectively experienced quality of fear as a closely related emotion” 
(Lewis 1970, p. 77). Employees experience anxiety as a context-specific emotion (Burrows & 
Davies, 1980), in contrast to trait anxiety or an anxiety disorder, which is a predisposition to 
respond anxiously across situations (Endler & Kocovski, 2001). Experiences refer to “pre-
reflective dimensions of human existence or life as we live it” (van Manen, 2014, p. 39). 
Overall, employees’ experiences of anxiety heighten their risk of suffering detrimental 
consequences, such as poor health and wellbeing (i.e. stress, emotional exhaustion), impaired 
performance, sick leave and increased presenteeism (Harder, Wagner & Rash, 2014; Laing & 
Jones, 2016).  
 
Recently, there has been a shift towards creating mentally healthy workplaces (see 
Harvey et al., 2014). Australian organizations spend at least $10.9 billion a year to alleviate 
employees’ poor wellbeing, this includes reducing anxiety within the workforce 
(Pricewaterhouse Coopers, 2014). Despite this, employees within open-plan offices remain at 
greater risk of experiencing stressors (i.e. anxiety) in comparison to other office 
configurations (Seddigh, 2015; Brennan, Chugh & Kline, 2002; Brookes & Kaplan, 1972; 
Wineman, 1986). Open-plan offices are defined as “employees sharing a common 
workspace” with no “walls between workstations nor access to individual windows” (Bodin 
Danielsson & Bodin, 2009, p. 245). Studies reveal employees within open-plan offices are 
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susceptible to anxiety due to the heightened prevalence of environmental stressors (see Rashid 
& Zimring, 2008), conflict (Muschalla & Linden, 2013; Smith, 2008) and territoriality 
(Ashkanasy, Ayoko & Jehn, 2014). In addition, studies argue that the nature of the open-plan 
office exacerbates employees’ experiences of anxiety (Jahncke et al., 2011). For example, 
employees within open-plan offices experience anxiety in an unpredictable work environment 
compared to cell offices (Seddigh, Bernston, Platts & Westerlund, 2016). A cell office is a 
single and closed office (Bodin Danielsson & Bodin, 2008). Consequently, employees cannot 
effectively control or attain privacy over their workspaces to manage anxiety (Hongisto, 
Haapakangas, Varjo, Helenius & Koskela, 2016; Kim & de dear, 2013; Lee & Brand, 2010).  
 
However, few studies have explained why some individuals within open-plan offices 
are more vulnerable to the pernicious effects of anxiety than others (Seddigh et al., 2016). 
Some individuals may endure maladaptive experiences of anxiety in contrast to adaptive 
experiences of anxiety. Maladaptive experiences of anxiety occurs “when nervous worry 
becomes so overwhelming, constant, and difficult to control that it interferes with one’s life in 
a negative manner” (Harder et al., 2014, p. 91). In contrast, adaptive experiences of anxiety 
occurs when people are motivated to “prepare for an anticipated event” (Harder et al., 2014, 
p. 91). This is why the physical environment of work literature within the Organizational 
Behavior field overlooks how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-
plan offices.  
 
This present study explores employees’ experiences of anxiety within open-plan 
offices in terms of examining how employees’ experiences vary from person to person. It 
acknowledges that a plethora of studies investigate how employees can vary in their 
experiences of anxiety according to their cognitive appraisals, physiological and 
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psychological responses (Harder et al., 2014). However, studies are yet to recognize how 
employees may vary in their experiences of anxiety due to their understandings. This study 
does not focus on employees’ biological or physiological experiences of anxiety. Instead, this 
study focuses on employees’ understandings of their experiences of anxiety within open-plan 
offices. Understandings refer to the meanings behind why people experience anxiety in the 
way they do (Sandberg & Pinnington, 2009). In other words, understandings reflect an 
individual’s underlying interpretations of past experiences, which underpins their behaviors. 
Understandings differ from cognitive appraisals because individuals do not evaluate their 
level of exposure to anxiety or coping resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Therefore, 
employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety focus on the deeper meaning such as 
‘what does anxiety means to me?’, rather than the level of exposure to anxiety (Sandberg, 
2000),  
 
In addition, this study focuses on ways of experiencing anxiety. ‘Ways of experiencing 
anxiety’ refers to an individual’s responses to their anxiety. Again, these ways of experiencing 
anxiety do not focus on employees’ biological or physiological responses. Rather, these ways 
of experiencing anxiety refers to socially constructed behaviors in response to anxiety within 
the open-plan office context. Therefore, this present study examines how employees vary in 
their understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices because the existing 
‘one size fits all’ coping approach is not suitable for all employees.  
 
This study contributes to the physical environment of work and emotions literature 
within the Organizational Behavior field, through exploring the scope of how employees 
understand their experiences of anxiety within the open-plan office context. Understandings 
consist of what are employees’ ways of experiencing anxiety and how employees perceive 
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anxiety within the open-plan office. Overall, this study contributes to the literature about 
employee wellbeing within the physical environment of work.  
Although, the nature of anxiety is unpleasant (Eysenck, 1992), this study is one of the 
first to recognize how employees within open-plan offices can understand their experiences of 
anxiety as beneficial and perceive anxiety as paradoxical. Additionally, this study identifies a 
connection between employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety and their ways of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. This study’s findings will reveal that some 
employees are more vulnerable to the detrimental consequences of anxiety within open-plan 
offices due to their understandings of experiencing anxiety.  
 
Theoretical implications of this study include recognizing that there may be a variety 
of understandings of experiencing anxiety in contrary to the original Personal Construct 
Theory (PCT) (Kelly, 1955). The PCT is a cognitive theory that postulates individuals can 
vary in their understandings of their experiences (Kelly, 1991). Practical implications include 
assisting managers with identifying alternative approaches that can better equip employees to 
deal with anxiety within the open-plan office. Therefore, this study proposes the following 
research aim: to investigate how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-
plan offices. 
 
1. 2 Research context: The open-plan office 
Open-plan offices evolved out of organizations’ needing to reduce the costs of office 
space (Hedge, 1982; Davis, Leach & Clegg, 2011) and promote collaborative relationships 
(Kim and de Dear, 2013; Zagenczyk, Murrell & Gibney, 2008). As a result, there was a 
movement towards constructing open-plan offices as oppose to maintaining cell office spaces 
(Mylonas and Carstairs, 2007). Australian organizations spend approximately $3.6 billion per 
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year on refitting offices to create open-plan environments that foster productive working 
relationships (Ayoko, Ashkanasy & Jehn, 2009). There are however, downsides to working 
within open-plan offices. These include crowding (Bodin Danielsson & Bodin, 2009; 
Hongisto, Haapakangas, Varjo, Helenius & Koskela, 2016), noise exposure (Haapakangas, 
2017; Bodin Danielsson, Bodin, Wulff & Theorell, 2015), lack of privacy (Kim & de Dear, 
2013; Laurence, Fried & Slowik, 2013), territoriality (Ayoko et al., 2009; Brown, Crossley & 
Robinson, 2014) and performance loss (Seddigh, Berntson, Bodin Danielsson & Westerland, 
2014; Ashkanasy et al., 2014). Consequently, employees within open-plan offices are 
susceptible to environmental stressors, interpersonal interactions and distractions (Elsbach & 
Pratt, 2007).  
 
Although, employees experience anxiety across a variety of work environments, the 
complex and ambiguous nature of the open-plan office amplifies employees’ experiences of 
anxiety. Firstly, the open-plan office is multifaceted because it contains multiple types of 
production, office, transit and social workspaces (Fisher, 1997). As a result, employees can 
experience anxiety when they encounter tension from using the same space for different 
purposes. Secondly, the boundary-loss space (i.e. absence of closed workspaces, barriers or 
dividers) provokes employees to experience ongoing bouts of anxiety because they cannot 
control their sources of anxiety (Ashkanasy et al., 2014). Additionally, employees cannot seek 
privacy or attain a restorative space to recover from anxiety within the open-plan office 
(Jahncke et al, 2011; Korpela, 1989). For these reasons, employees within open-plan offices 
are more vulnerable to experiencing adverse bouts of anxiety in comparison to employees in 
other work environments. Hence, the scope of this thesis will primarily focus on employees’ 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan office context.  
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1. 3 Thesis structure  
The rest of this thesis has four specific chapters.  
Chapter 2: Literature review. This chapter aims to identify what is recognized and what is 
overlooked in terms of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. A summary of the 
literature provides a comprehensive critical analysis of the transactional model of stress 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) and the Personal Construct Theory (PCT) (Kelly, 1955). Lastly, 
this chapter outlines and justifies the study’s two research questions; What are the different 
ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices? and How 
are employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety related to the ways they experience 
anxiety within open-plan offices?  
 
Chapter 3: Methodology and research design. This chapter aims to outline the interpretive 
paradigm, phenomenology and phenomenography. A summary of the methodology and 
research design provides a justification for this phenomenography study. This chapter 
integrates the research questions into the research design. 
 
Chapter 4: Findings. This chapter aims to present the understandings of experiencing anxiety 
within open-plan offices. This chapter discusses the five distinct understandings of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices, the hierarchy of understandings, and the 
relationship between employees’ understandings and ways of experiencing anxiety within 
open-plan offices. The findings provide answers to the research questions.  
 
Chapter 5: Discussion and conclusion. This chapter aims to interpret the study’s findings. 
Interpretations outline perspectives of experiencing anxiety, ways and understandings of 
experiencing anxiety, variation of understandings and alternative explanations. Additionally, 
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this chapter provides implications for theory and practice, limitations and future research 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
2. 1 Introduction 
Chapter 2 aims to present an integrated literature review on employees’ experiences of 
anxiety within open-plan offices. This chapter discusses what has been identified in the 
literature in relation to how employees experience anxiety within open-plan offices. 
Additionally, this chapter highlights what studies have overlooked about the variation of 
employees’ experiences of anxiety. Lastly, this chapter presents the study’s research 
questions. Overall, Chapter 2 (Figure 1) justifies why it is essential to investigate a variation 
of employees’ ways of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices.   
 







- nature of anxiety 
- perspectives   
Appraising anxiety 
  
Understandings of anxiety 
Lazarus & Folkman 
(1984) Transactional 




Research Aim: to investigate how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. 
 
Research questions:  
(RQ1) What are the different ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices?  
(RQ2) How are employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety related to the ways they experience anxiety 
within open-plan offices?  
 
 
Phenomenon of interest: Employees’ experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices 
Gaps in the literature 
(1) Variation in ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices,  
(2) Ways employees experience anxiety within open-plan offices  
(3) How employees’ understandings of their experiences of anxiety are related to the ways they experience 
anxiety within open-plan offices 
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2. 2 What is anxiety? 
2.2.1 Defining anxiety as a phenomenon 
Anxiety is recognized “as a trait, a state, a stimulus, a response, a drive, and as a 
motive” (Endler & Kocovski, 2001, p. 232). Given its complexity, there is no universally 
accepted understanding of anxiety (Barlow, 2002; Rachman, 2004). As a result, there is 
tension within the literature on whether anxiety is an emotional, psychological or 
physiological state (Linden & Muschalla, 2007). Within the scope of this thesis, anxiety is a 
context-specific emotion (Linden & Muschalla, 2007; Burrows & Davies, 1980) because this 
study focuses on employees’ experiences of anxiety at a particular time and context. Hence, 
this thesis adopts Lewis’s definition of anxiety as an “emotional state, with the subjectively 
experienced quality of fear as a closely related emotion” (1970, p. 77). 
 
2.2.2 Nature of anxiety  
In general, anxiety is unpleasant (Eysenck, 1992; Burrow & Davies, 1980), objectless 
(May, 1950; Horney, 1937), unpredictable (Rachman, 2004; Horney, 1937) and future-
oriented (Doby & Caplan, 1995; Burrows & Davies, 1980; Rycroft, 1968). Firstly, anxiety is 
recognized as unpleasant because individuals experience anxiety as unsettling (Rachman, 
2004) and an aversive state of being (Eysenck, 1992). Secondly, anxiety is objectless because 
individuals cannot immediately detect what is causing their anxiety (Rachman, 2004; Horney, 
1937). Thirdly, anxiety is unpredictable because individuals are unable to control when and 
where they will experience it (Rachman, 2004). Lastly, anxiety is future-oriented because it 
symbolizes a foreboding threat (Kleinknecht, 1991). Therefore, employees can differ in their 
experiences of anxiety because the anxiety is ambiguous (Linden & Muschalla, 2007).  
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2. 3 Different perspectives of anxiety 
This section will discuss four conflicting perspectives of anxiety.  
2.3.1 Anxiety as a predisposition 
Anxiety can be recognized as a predisposition, which refers to a trait or innate 
vulnerability towards experiencing anxiety (Kleinknecht, 1991). Seddigh et al. (2016) 
reported individuals with higher levels of neuroticism are more prone to experiencing anxiety 
within a work environment. Similarly, anxiety represents an inbuilt survival mechanism (i.e. 
‘flight or fight’ response) from a biological perspective (Eysenck, 1992). For example, 
anxiety prepares individuals for coping with potential threats through bodily sensations (i.e. 
increased heart rate, muscle tensions or shaking) (Eysenck, 1992). Cilliers and Koortzen 
(2000) argue that employees exhibit a ‘flight or fight’ response when they leave an open-plan 
office (‘flight’ response) and engage in territoriality over workspace (‘fight’ response). For 
these reasons, individuals can experience anxiety as an internal disposition.   
2.3.2 Anxiety as a response to external stimulus 
Within the literature, there is tension about defining anxiety as an emotion or 
cognition. Anxiety is acknowledged as an emotion that results from appraising a threat 
(Lazarus & Averill, 2013). From the emotions perspective, anxiety is an outcome of being 
unable to relate meaningfully to the environment. For example, individuals may become 
hyper-vigilant and detect the environment for potential sources of threat when they encounter 
a new situation (Rachman, 2004; Ford, Cerasoli, Higgins & Decesare, 2011). Additionally, 
anxiety is recognized as a cognitive appraisal of negative emotions (Gomes, Faria & 
Gonçalves, 2013). The cognitive perspective suggests individuals vary in their responses to 
anxiety according to whether they appraise their anxiety as threatening or harmless. 
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Kożusznik et al. (2017) reveal an employee’s emotions can influence their appraisals of 
stressors within their open-plan office. Therefore, both the emotion and cognitive perspective 
recognizes anxiety as a response to external stimulus.  
2.3.3 Anxiety as a socially constructed phenomenon 
According to the socio-cultural perspective, anxiety is a socially constructed 
phenomenon. For example, individuals can experience anxiety when they feel an evolutionary 
fear of being ostracized from the group (May, 1950). As a result, anxiety binds individuals 
together when they collectively feel anxiety of being alone (Smith & Kerg, 1997). In addition, 
cultural norms can influence individuals’ experiences of anxiety. For example, organizations 
that uphold stigma towards anxiety can influence individuals to hide or numb their anxieties. 
Consequently, some employees face additional challenges towards attaining social support 
and experience poor wellbeing (i.e. loneliness and powerlessness) (May, 1950). 
Approximately one in three employees reported they felt uncomfortable working with a 
colleague who experiences anxiety or depression (TNS Social Research and Beyond Blue, 
2014, p. 5). Hence, a social work environment influences how employees experience anxiety.  
2.3.4 Anxiety as an internal tension  
From a psychodynamic perspective, the origin of anxiety primarily stems from an 
internalized conflict within an individual’s unconscious (Crosby, 1976). Freud denotes 
anxiety as the source of all neuroses because it threatens an individual’s mental equilibrium 
(Burrows & Davies, 1980). In contrast, Jung argues that anxiety may reflect a paradoxical 
nature because it occurs when an individual experiences irrational and rational fears 
simultaneously (May, 1950). Additionally, the existential perspective recognizes anxiety as an 
outcome of tension between an individual experiencing a meaningful reality and fear of a 
meaningless reality (Kleinknecht, 1991). Tillich (1952) suggests anxiety occurs when an 
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individual fears losing their sense of self. Therefore, individuals experience anxiety as a 
tension regardless of whether they are consciously aware of their anxieties. Overall, these 
perspectives present conflicting views of how employees experience anxiety within open-plan 
offices. This thesis is grounded on the ‘anxiety as a response to external stimulus’ 
perspective. The next section will focus on anxiety within open-plan offices.  
2. 4 Anxiety within open-plan offices 
2.4.1 The dark side of anxiety within open-plan offices 
The open-plan office is a highly stressful working environment, which heightens 
employees’ vulnerability to experiencing anxiety (Gloria & Steinhardt, 2016). Stress is 
experienced when an individual perceives that a demand threatens their wellbeing (Holroyd & 
Lazarus, 1982). Bluyssen and colleagues (2011) reported stress and high cortisol levels 
trigger anxiety. Hence, anxiety is regarded as an outcome of experiencing stress within an 
open-plan office. The ‘boundary-loss’ open-plan offices heighten employees’ exposure to 
noise, distractions and disruptions (Ayoko et al., 2009). Consequently, employees within 
open-plan offices are more prone to experience stress and anxiety due to cognitive overload 
(Haynes, Suckley & Nunnington, 2017; Rasila & Rothe, 2012; De Croon, Sluiter, Kuijer & 
Frings-Dresen, 2005) and overstimulation (Ashkanasy et al., 2014; Maher & Hippel, 2005).  
 
Additionally, Cooper, Boyko and Codinhoto (2014)’s Review on mental wellbeing 
and physical environments recognized how the boundary-loss space of the open-plan office 
promotes sick building syndrome. ‘Sick building syndrome’ refers to employees experiencing 
a prevalence of poor health outcomes (i.e. tiredness, headaches or psychological stress) due to 
being exposed to poor indoor air quality (Myerson, 2014). As an outcome, employees within 
open-plan offices are susceptible to ill-being because they are exposed to sickness compared 
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to closed offices (Bodin Danielsson, Chungkham, Wulff & Westerlund, 2014). Overall, 
employees within open-plan offices are at greater risk of experiencing poor health and 
wellbeing compared to employees within cell offices (Bodin Danielsson and Bodin, 2008). 
Employees’ experiences of anxiety may lead to increased levels of absenteeism (Pejterson, 
Feveile, Christensen & Burr, 2011; Muschalla, Linden & Olbrich, 2010), presenteeism 
(Harder et al., 2014) and accidents (Haslam, Atkinson, Brown & Haslam, 2005).  
 
Employees within open-plan offices differ in their experiences of anxiety because they 
may not have control and privacy for dealing with anxiety, when compared to employees 
within cell offices (Kaarlela-Tuomaala, Helenius, Keskinen & Hongisto, 2009). Control and 
privacy are necessary mechanisms that enable employees to mitigate the negative 
consequences of working in an open office environment (Laurence et al., 2013). ‘Control’ 
refers to the ability to influence the environment (Lee & Brand, 2005). Employees within 
open-plan offices are exposed to uncontrollable environmental stressors such as noise, poor 
air quality, temperature and lighting (Hongisto et al., 2016). As a consequence, employees 
within open-plan offices are susceptible to burnout (McCarthy, Trougakos & Cheng, 2016), 
mental strain, fatigue, stress and emotional exhaustion (Horney, 1937). These heighten their 
levels of anxiety (see Michie & Williams, 2003; Jones, Latreille & Sloane, 2016).  
 
In addition, ‘privacy’ is defined as the ability to regulate when and how others attain 
access to an individual (Altman, 1975). Employees within open-plan offices are also prone to 
experiencing anxiety when they are aggravated by the lack of privacy (Ashkanasy et al., 
2014). A study conducted by Holman (2004) revealed a lack of privacy within an open work 
environment intensifies an employee’s anxiety because they feel self-conscious, think they are 
being monitored and are fearful of making mistakes. As a consequence, employees who feel 
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self-conscious may hide their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices because they 
may feel ashamed to express their anxieties in front of others (Herbig, Schneider & Nowak, 
2016). For these reasons, employees within open-plan offices are at a greater risk of 
experiencing anxiety because the nature of the open-plan office hinders an employee’s ability 
to attain control and privacy.  
 
2.4.2 The bright side of anxiety within open-plan offices 
 
The bright side of anxiety depicts anxiety as a benefit rather than a burden. Anxiety is 
recognized as beneficial when it energizes behaviors, promotes motivation and stimulates 
self-development. In fact, anxiety can elevate one’s energy and activity levels (Burrows & 
Davies, 1980). As a result, anxiety does not automatically impair performance in contrary to 
common beliefs (Schwarzer & Wicklund, 1991). For example, anxiety can elicit physiological 
arousal (i.e. strengthened muscle tone, greater perception, and a faster and stronger pulse) 
(Rycroft, 1968), and this can be channeled into a burst of energy (Kleinknecht, 1991).  
 
In addition, Barton (2009) recognizes this burst of energy can be leveraged into 
accomplishing goals (Kleinknecht, 1991). As a result, anxiety can be motivational (Mowrer, 
1939; Ender & Kocovski, 2001) because it can enable individuals to work through constraints 
and facilitates new opportunities (May, 1950). For example, individuals can stimulate work 
performance when they are self-conscious within a visible workspace through focusing on 
expressing a positive impression (Doby & Caplan, 1995). Furthermore, individuals 
experience growth when they resiliently work through anxiety (Griffin, Greiner, Stansfeld & 
Marmot, 2007). For example, individuals change from the person they were to the person they 
need or want to be to overcome anxiety (Cilliers & Koortzen, 2000). This perspective 
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challenges the assumption that anxiety always leads to adverse outcomes.  
 
Recent studies within the physical environment of work have argued that it is flawed 
to perceive a phenomenon as solely problematic. Rasila and Jylhä (2014) claimed only 
exploring the negative aspects of open-plan office noise oversimplifies complex challenges 
and restricts alternative approaches. However, studies have not investigated the bright side of 
anxiety within the context of the open-plan office. Therefore, this study is interested in how 
employees can experience positive aspects of anxiety within the open-plan office. Future 
studies could explore how anxiety may be leveraged to support an employee’s health, 
wellbeing and performance within open-plan offices. Overall, there is a range of perspectives 
relating to anxiety within the open-plan office. Figure 2 depicts a visual representation of 









































Figure 2: Perspectives of anxiety within open-plan offices 
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2. 5 Experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices  
Within the physical environment of work literature, there is a paucity of studies that 
investigate employees’ experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. Few studies within 
the physical environment of work literature recognize that employees differ in their 
experiences of anxiety (Seddigh et al., 2016; James & Clark, 2002). However, studies have 
recognized employees’ experiences and responses to stressors within the physical work 
environment differ due to personality traits (Haynes et al., 2017; Rasila & Jylhä, 2014), noise 
sensitivity (Perrin Jegen & Chevret, 2016), age (Rasila & Jylhä, 2014), gender (Bodin 
Danielsson et al., 2015) and cultural differences (Zhang, Kang & Jiao, 2012). For this reason, 
studies within the physical environment of work are yet to acknowledge that employees can 
vary in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. Hence, it remains unclear of 
how employees vary in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices.  
 
2.5.1 Appraising experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices 
The transactional model of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) is an appraisal theory, 
that depicts stressors (i.e. anxiety) is a cognitive process between an individual and their 
environment (Gloria & Steinhardt, 2016). In contrast to other stress models, (i.e. job 
demands-control model (Karasek, 1979), Lazarus and Folkman (1984)’s transactional model 
of stress (Figure 3) recognizes how employees’ experiences of anxiety can vary according to 
their appraisals.  
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Appraisals are recognized “as the way that an individual evaluates a situation and his 
or her personal coping resources” (Gomes et al., 2013, p. 352). This model depicts an 
individual’s primary and secondary appraisals determine an individual’s experiences of 
anxiety. Firstly, the primary appraisal assesses the situation to determine whether the source 
of anxiety is harmful in relation to an individual’s wellbeing (i.e. “What does it mean for me 
personally?”) (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). The secondary appraisal involves evaluating 
whether an individual can prevent or minimize their experience of anxiety within this context 
(Dewe, 1992). As a result, individuals will experience anxiety according to their appraisals 
and responses to anxiety (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987).  
 
However, this model overlooks how an employee’s prior experiences of anxiety can 
influence how they differ in experiencing anxiety. For example, the transactional model of 
stress does not recognize how one’s understandings of why they experience anxiety may 
underpin the way they experience anxiety (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). As a consequence, an 
employee’s appraisal of their experiences of anxiety does not address the fundamental reasons 
of how they make sense of their experiences and how these understandings differ between 
Figure 3: The transactional model of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) 
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others. Hence, the transactional model of stress only provides a partial explanation for 
understanding how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. 
The next section will discuss the Personal Construct Theory (Kelly, 1955) (PCT), as an 
alternative cognitive theory.  
 
2.5.2 Personal Construct Theory (PCT) (Kelly, 1955) 
The Personal Construct Theory (PCT) (Kelly, 1955) provides an alternative 
explanation for why individuals uphold a variation of experiences (Kelly, 1991). PCT 
(Appendix B) is a cognitive theory grounded in phenomenology (Reger, Gustafson, Demaire 
& Mullane, 1994). The core premise of PCT states individuals differ in experiences according 
to their idiosyncratic constructs or understandings of their world. ‘Constructs’ are defined as 
“an individual’s predisposition to perceive and refers to how the world is construed” (Home, 
Bauer & Hunziker, 2010, p. 503). Understandings refer to the meanings behind why people 
experience anxiety in the way they do (Sandberg & Pinnington, 2009). Understandings differ 
from cognitive appraisals because individuals focus on their unique meanings (Kelly, 1977) 
rather than evaluating their level of exposure to anxiety (i.e. low-high) (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984). Therefore, PCT depicts individuals differ in their experiences due to variations in their 
understandings (Fransella, 2003). 
 
The fundamental postulate for PCT depicts “a person’s processes are psychologically 
channelized by the ways in which he anticipates events” (Katz, 1984, p. 316). ‘Processes’ 
refer to an individual’s context-specific experiences that are felt in a specific time and place 
(Kelly, 1963). This postulate acknowledges how individuals may differ in their context-
specific experiences. However, these experiences will influence how they personally 
experience future situations (Fransella & Neimeyer, 2004). Hence, PCT claims an employee’s 
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prior experiences of anxiety will shape how individuals understand their experiences of 
anxiety within their open-plan offices in the future. 
 
This study draws on PCT’s individuality corollary to further unpack how employees 
differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. The individuality corollary 
argues “persons differ from each other in their constructions of events” (Katz, 1984, p. 316). 
Hence, this corollary justifies that individuals express a variation of experiences because 
individuals differ in their understandings of their experiences. For example, Seddigh et al. 
(2016) found employees with higher levels of neuroticism are more likely to interpret their 
experiences within open-plan offices as less satisfying. Hence, PCT provides a theoretical 
foundation for understanding how individuals diverge in their experiences of anxiety within 
open-plan offices. The next section will discuss the limitations of PCT.  
 
2.5.3 Role of anxiety as an emotion within PCT  
Within the literature on PCT, there has been tension about the role of emotions (see 
Chiari, 2013). The original PCT overlooks the role of emotions in an individual’s constructs 
because emotional experiences were regarded as flawed (Fisher, 1990). For example, 
emotional experiences reflected the perspective of the experiencer who was perceived as 
inadequate for understanding their experience due to their confused emotional state (Chiari, 
2013). Hence, PCT does not deal with personal experiences that are recognized as emotional 
(Chiari, 2013). 
 
Researchers challenged this perspective because they claimed emotions are embedded 
within an individual’s experiences. Emotions can help explain the involuntary and transient 
nature of experiences (Katz, 1984). As a result, Kelly (1955) identified six emotional 
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understandings: threat, fear, anxiety, guilt, aggression and hostility. An anxiety hypothesis 
was proposed within the PCT: 
 
…anxiety is the recognition that the events with which one is confronted lie (partially) 
outside the range of convenience of one’s construct system (Katz, 1984, p. 324).  
This hypothesis recognized anxiety as an experience individuals encounter when their 
experiences do not align with their understandings (Kelly, 1955). Within the PCT, anxiety 
represents a signal that individuals need to expand their understandings to align with their 
reality. Hence, PCT provides a theoretical foundation for justifying how individuals diverge 
in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. A justification for examining 
variations of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices will follow this section.  
2. 6 Justification for examining variations of experiencing anxiety 
within open-plan offices 
 
This present study acknowledges how Lazarus and Folkman (1984)’s transactional 
model of stress can explain how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-
plan offices due to their appraisals of anxiety. However, this model has limitations for 
explaining why employees’ prior experiences of anxiety can influence how they interpret their 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. The transactional model of stress overlooks 
how employees’ understandings may underpin why they experience anxiety in the ways they 
do. 
This study draws on Kelly’s (1955) PCT as an alternative explanation for 
investigating how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. 
The PCT argues employees can differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices 
because they uphold a variation of understandings. These understandings are shaped by 
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employees’ prior experiences of anxiety and influences how they experience anxiety in the 
future. However, PCT oversees the role of emotions in an individual’s understandings. Hence, 
the PCT has limitations for describing how employees’ differ in their understandings of 
experiencing anxiety as an emotion within open-plan offices. 
Given these limitations within the existing literature, little is known about:  
(1) the variation in ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety within 
open-plan offices,  
(2) the ways employees experience anxiety within open-plan offices and  
(3) how employees’ understandings of their experiences of anxiety are related to the 
ways they experience anxiety within open-plan offices.  
This present study strives to answer the following research questions. 
(1) What are the different ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety 
within open-plan offices?  
(2) How are employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety related to the ways 
they experience anxiety within open-plan offices?  
This study’s findings will contribute to the physical environment of work and 
emotions literature, by building upon the existing literature about employees’ wellbeing in 
open-plan offices. This thesis strives to unpack a variation of understandings of experiencing 
anxiety to justify why ‘a one size fits all’ coping approach is inadequate for all employees 
within open-plan offices. Furthermore, this thesis will extent the limitations of the PCT 
(Kelly, 1955) by describing a variety of understandings of experiencing anxiety.  
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2. 7 Conclusion 
Chapter 2 presents an overarching body of research, which argues why employees 
within open-plan offices are at a risk of experiencing anxiety. Studies have explored why 
employees within open-plan offices experience anxiety differently in comparison to cell 
office employees. However, the physical environment of work literature overlooks how 
employees within open-plan offices differ in their experiences of anxiety. As a result, there is 
a paucity of research exploring how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within 
open-plan offices. Therefore, this present study strives to unpack two overarching research 
questions; what are the different ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety 
within open-plan offices? and how are employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety 
related to the ways they experience anxiety within open-plan offices?  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY AND 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
3. 1 Introduction  
Chapter 3 aims to discuss the methodology and research methods. The study is 
grounded in the interpretive paradigm and draws on phenomenology to unpack employees’ 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. Additionally, this chapter provides a 
summary of the two-phase phenomenography study (Figure 4) based on Sandberg’s (2000) 
approach.  








3. 2 Interpretive paradigm  
The interpretive paradigm claims knowledge is generated through understanding an 
individuals’ experiences from their own perspectives (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Neuman 
(2011, p.101-102) defines the interpretive paradigm as a “systematic analysis of socially 
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arrive at understandings and interpretations of how people create and maintain their social 
worlds”. The core aim of interpretive research is to capture findings faithful to their 
participants’ experiences. Overall, interpretive research methods include phenomenography, 
ethnography, ethnomethodology and case studies (Lamb, Sandberg & Liesch, 2011).  
 
An interpretive paradigm encapsulates a non-dualistic ontology and socially 
constructed epistemology (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). A non-dualistic ontology postulates that 
an individual’s subjective experiences (i.e. descriptions of phenomenon) form multiple 
realities (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). For example, reality is experienced through an 
individual’s subjective and conscious interpretations of the moment (Neuman, 2011). For this 
reason, the truth cannot be objectively confirmed because we cannot separate reality into 
‘what it is’ and ‘what it is not’ to produce absolute truths (Flick, 2009; Neuman, 2011). 
Instead, the interpretive perspective proposes research needs to resonate with individuals at a 
personal level, so that findings can reflect what an individual perceives as ‘their truths’ 
(Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 
 
In contrast, a socially constructed epistemology refers to how knowledge is derived 
within a social context through an ongoing negotiation between creating and checking 
knowledge with others (Neuman, 2011). In this respect, understandings are inter-subjective 
because an individual’s understandings are influenced through interactions and can shape new 
understandings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). Subjectivity is recognized as a strength of 
interpretive research because it enables the researcher to verify their interpretations with their 
participants’ meanings (Flick, 2009). However, subjectivity is also regarded as a weakness 
because interpretations could reflect bias (Sandberg, 2000). Therefore, researchers implement 
strategies such as bracketing and reflexivity to overcome this weakness (Sandberg, 2005). 
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Bracketing is a technique used to separate researchers’ own understandings so they 
can experience phenomenon from a perspective where nothing is taken for granted (Taylor & 
Bogdan, 1998). Whereas, reflexivity involves checking with the participant to make sure that 
the researcher captures what the participant intends (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). This present 
study is grounded in the interpretive paradigm and draws on phenomenology to investigate 
how individuals understand their experiences from their own perspective (Taylor & Bogdan, 
1998).  
 
3. 3 Phenomenology as a philosophical underpinning 
This study draws on phenomenology as a framework within the interpretive paradigm. 
Phenomenology is defined as “the way that knowledge comes into being in consciousness and 
clarifies the assumptions upon which all human understandings are grounded” (Adams & van 
Manen, 2008, p. 615). In other words, phenomenology is grounded on verstehen, a German 
expression for a researcher’s empathetic awareness of a participant’s lived experience 
(Dilthey, 1977). ‘Lived experience’ refers to “originality or pre-reflective dimensions of 
human existence: life as we live it” (van Manen, 2014, p. 39).  Phenomenology enables 
researchers to unpack the phenomenon of interest; employees’ experiences of anxiety within 
open-plan offices (Adams & van Manen, 2008). This study recognizes employees’ 
experiences of anxiety as the point of departure (Adams & van Manen, 2008) or unit of 
analysis rather than an employee’s cognitive appraisals of anxiety (Huntly, 2003). 
 
This study requires an iterative approach to gain a deeper insight into the essence of 
individual’s experiences. A phenomenological framework can unpack participants’ 
idiosyncratic insights because it continuously challenges pre-existing assumptions to develop 
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novel understandings (Adams & van Manen, 2008). A core strength of phenomenology is 
continually re-examining and validating knowledge using a hermeneutics method (Neuman, 
2011; van Manen 1997). A ‘hermeneutics method’ refers to a reflexive cycle, it enables the 
researcher to make sense of their interpretations of their participants’ understandings of their 
lived experiences (van Manen, 1997, p. 27). Researchers aim to understand employees’ 
experiences as a whole through examining parts of the experiences first (Prasad & Prasad, 
2002). A hermeneutics method also underpins phenomenography, this is a type of 
hermeneutic analysis (Marton, 1981, Marton, 1986, Sandberg, 1997). Hence, phenomenology 
is a coherent philosophical underpinning for this phenomenography study. 
 
3. 4 Phenomenography  
Phenomenography originated from a Swedish educational study conducted by Marton, 
Dahlgren, Svensson and Säljö (1977). According to Marton (1981, p.177), phenomenography 
describes “the qualitatively different ways in which aspects of reality are experienced”. 
Similar to phenomenology, phenomenography argues individuals can experience the same 
phenomenon differently because individuals can embody a variation of understandings 
(Marton & Booth, 1997).  ‘Understandings’ refer to “people’s ways of experiencing or 
making sense of their world” (Sandberg, 2000, p. 12). An individual’s understandings are 
socially constructed from their experiences with the external world and form a basis for their 
behaviours (Marton, 1981; Sandberg, 2000; Sandberg & Targama, 2007). Therefore, a 
primary aim of phenomenography is capturing an individual’s authentic understandings to 
examine how they makes sense of their world (Lamb et al., 2011).  
 
This study requires a research method that derives a range of experiences at an 
individual level. Phenomenography is uniquely suited to uncovering a variation of 
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employees’ experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. ‘Variation’ is defined as all of 
possible ways of experiencing and interpreting a phenomenon (Marton, 1981). For example, 
O’Leary and Sandberg (2016) unpacked a variation of ways in which individuals manage 
diversity through selecting a diverse group of participants with a range of experiences. It is 
vital to examine a maximum variation of experiences to capture a faithful (or representative) 
scope of employees’ experiences (Sandberg, 2005; Marton, 1981).  
 
Additionally, this study investigates how employees’ experiences of anxiety differ 
within the open-plan office context. Phenomenography specializes in producing context-
specific findings because it does not focus on generalizing findings across contexts 
(Sandberg, 2000). Trigwell (2000) argues findings from a phenomenography study provide a 
snapshot of the variation of employees’ experiences within a specific time and place. Hence, 
phenomenography recognizes how understandings are a reflection of how individuals 
internalize their reality and who they are in a particular moment of time (Marton & Booth, 
1997). For example, Lamb et al.’s (2011) study on firm internationalization stated 
understandings reflected an individual’s experiences of the Australian wineries market at the 
time of the study. Therefore, findings from this phenomenography study are not generalizable 
because an individual’s understandings may change over time. As a result, their 
understandings will need to be re-examined to check that interpretations reflect how an 
individual experiences anxiety in their present open-plan office (Marton & Booth, 1997).  
 
Overall, this study aims to investigate how employees differ in their experiences of 
anxiety within open-plan offices. This study requires approaches that examine a variation of 
experiences of anxiety within the open-plan office (O’Leary & Sandberg, 2016; Marton, 
2014; Tight, 2015).  Collectively, phenomenology and phenomenography are suitable for this 
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study. This phenomenography study draws on phenomenology using the PCT as theoretical 
underpinning to explore experiences. Phenomenography was used to capture a possible 
variation of experiences at an individual level. This present study follows O’Leary and 
Sandberg’s (2016) phenomenography study to examine ‘what are the different ways 
employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices?’ and ‘how are 
employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety related to the ways they experience 
anxiety within open-plan offices?’  The following section will describe the research setting.  
3. 5 Research setting 
This study collected data from two organizations, organization A and organization B. 
Organization A is a research-intensive institution located in Queensland, Australia. This 
institution has offices for over 5164 staff and researchers across six facilities. Organization B 
is a Queensland Government research-based organization in Queensland, Australia. The 
building is home to over 1000 employees and an amalgamation of three different government 
organizations. These organizations were selected because participants predominantly work 
within open-plan offices and experience mild levels of anxiety on a daily basis.  
3. 6 Sampling method: Maximum variation 
Drawing on phenomenography, this study recruited and selected a maximum variation 
of participants who experience anxiety within open-plan offices. A maximum variation of 
participants was vital for answering Research question 1; ‘what are the different ways 
employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices?’ Therefore, this 
study adopted a non-probability sampling method because it provided flexibility to select 
participants who were both representative of the target population (i.e. employees who 
worked within open-plan offices) and diverse in terms of characteristics within the target 
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population. A purposeful sampling method was used for this phenomenography study because 
it enabled the researcher to recruit participants who could provide rich descriptions in 
comparison to thin descriptions (Patton, 2002). The researcher used a set of criteria (Table 1) 
to recruit participants. These participants provided rich descriptions and represented a 
maximum variation of the target population.  
Table 1: Criteria for recruiting and selecting participants 
Criterion  Justifications 
An employee who currently works 
or worked within an open-plan 
office according to Bodin 
Danielsson & Bodin’s (2009) 
definition of an open-plan office.  
“...employees sharing 
 a common workspace. There are 
neither walls between 
workstations nor access to 
individual windows” (Bodin 
Danielsson & Bodin, 2009, p. 
245). 
- Open-plan offices are ambiguously defined and 
interchangeably used with similar work configurations (e.g. 
flexible workspaces). Hence, this criteria minimizes 
selecting participants from workspaces that are not 
specifically open-plan offices.  
Employees who were a range of 
ages and genders 
- The literature has reported gender differences of 
experiencing anxiety (Plaisier et al., 2007). For example, 
71% of women and 54% of men complained about work-
related anxiety. (Linden & Muschalla, 2007) 
- There are gender differences for working in open-plan 
offices (Bodin Danielsson et al., 2015). 
Employees from three sizes of 
open-plan offices according to 
Bodin Danielsson and Bodin’s 
(2008) definition of ‘open-plan 
offices’: 
 
-small (4-9 occupants) 
-medium (10-24 occupants)  
- large (25+ occupants)  
- To assess whether an employee’s understandings of 
experiencing anxiety differ across sizes of open-plan 
offices. 
Employees with different 
durations of working within an 
open-plan office 
- Studies suggest employees can adapt within open-plan 
offices over time (Wohlwill, 1974; Pierrette, Parizet, 
Chevret & Chatillon, 2015). 
This set of criteria was used for the interviews and observation phases. 
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3. 7 Phase 1: Interviews 
According to Booth (1997), phenomenographic interviews require an open and deep 
interview structure. The interview structure needs to be open to enable the researcher to use a 
free flowing questioning technique and respond to an interviewee’s responses with flexibly 
(Wright, Murray & Geale, 2007). Walsh (2000) argues that phenomenographic interviews are 
not highly structured because they focus on enabling the individual to discuss their experience 
at their own pace. For this reason, semi-structured interviews were adopted because it enabled 
the researcher to ask pre-assigned and probing questions, with the added flexibility to gain a 
deeper insight into their experiences (Robson & McCartan, 2016).  
 
Participants were recruited and selected in two waves for semi-structured interviews.  
The first wave of participants were recruited and selected from organization A. The second 
wave of participants were recruited and selected from organization B. Prior to recruiting and 
selecting participants from organization B, the researcher and supervisor discussed the 
research study with the facility manager. The facility manager granted access to the researcher 
to collect data via interviews and observations (Phase 2). 
 
Participants were recruited using a purposeful sampling method (Patton, 1990). This 
involved sending employees information and an invitation to participate in the study via email 
or word of mouth. A purposeful sampling method was adopted because it was an efficient 
approach, enabling the researcher to contact participants on the basis of the sampling criteria 
(Singleton & Straits, 2010). Employees who were interested contacted the researcher and a 
subset of participants who worked in open-plan offices with a variation of characteristics (i.e. 
age, gender, size of open-plan office) was selected for interviews by means of accepting an 
interview booking.  
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3.7.1 Interview procedure 
Initially, pilot interviews were implemented to test the interview guide. This included 
assessing whether the interview questions captured an employee’s understandings of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices (see Åkerlind, 2005). The researcher conducted 
five pilot interviews with participants from organization A. Participants were provided with 
an information sheet and completed a consent form prior to the interview (Appendix C). 
Additionally, the researcher attained consent from the participant to record the interview 
using an audio device. Each interview lasted between 30-40 minutes on average. It was then 
transcribed verbatim. The researcher examined the preliminary themes and refined the 
interview questions for the second wave of interviews with employees from organization B. 
 
The second wave of interviews was conducted in organization B, within a closed room 
away from the participant’s open-plan office environments. Prior to the interviews, the 
researcher strived to create a ‘community of interpretation’ (Apel, 1972; Sandberg, 2000), 
through creating rapport and checking if the participant and researcher shared the same 
objective of the interview. The researcher provided participants an information sheet and 
explained the interview process. The researcher then discussed the core objective of the study, 
which was to understand your personal experiences within your open-plan office. Afterwards, 
the participant completed a consent and demographic forms prior to commencing the 
interview.  
 
The researcher started the interview with attaining verbal consent to record the 
interviewee using an audio device. After consent was granted, the interviewer recorded the 
interview and asked initial interview questions (i.e. ‘How many open-plan offices have you 
worked in?’) to enable the participant to feel comfortable. Throughout the interview, the 
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researcher wrote field notes in a research diary, this would assist the researcher with asking 
probing questions. The core focus of the interview was to ask the interview questions 
(Appendix D) that broadly focused on the interviewee’s experiences within their open-plan 
office.  
 
The overarching interview questions are detailed below.  
(1) What are your challenging experiences within your open-plan office?   
(2) What were some exciting experiences within your open-plan office?   
(3) How did you manage these mixed experiences within your open-plan office?  
 
Additionally, the researcher asked probing questions such as “Can you provide an 
example?” and “Can you explain more about that?” These questions were essential for 
clarifying that the understandings were faithful to the participant’s experiences. The 
researcher actively strived to understand the essence of what the participant was describing 
through building rapport and maintaining a shared understanding (Giorgi, 1990). The 
interview concluded with the researcher asking if the participant would like to make any final 
comments. The researcher then ended the recording and attained consent for transcribing the 
audio recording into text.  
 
After the interview, the researcher thanked the participant and gave them bag of 
homemade cookies as a token of appreciation. On average, the interviews lasted about 36 
minutes. All interview recordings were transcribed verbatim, this produced a total of 136 
pages of text. The researcher transcribed 11 interview recordings. This enabled the researcher 
to become familiar with the transcripts. The remaining eight interview recordings were 
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professionally transcribed due to time constraints.  
 
3.7.2 Interview sample size  
The data collection and data analysis process overlapped throughout the interview 
phase. The researcher drew on grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to select the number 
of participants for interviews until theoretical saturation was reached (Lamb et al., 2011). 
Theoretical saturation occurs when no new information emerges in the data analysis. This 
indicates the point when no further interviews are required (Dey, 1999). The researcher 
reached theoretical saturation after conducting 19 interviews. This number of interviews 
aligned with the literature, it suggests 15-20 participants are generally required to reach 
theoretical saturation (Tight, 2015). Five participants- three females and two males between 
25 and 56+ years old were interviewed from organization A. Fourteen participants- six 
females and eight males between 36 and 56 years old were interviewed from organization B. 
 
 All participants currently work in open-plan offices and have worked in an open-plan 
office between two and 30 years. Five participants worked in small open-plan offices, seven 
participants in medium open-plan offices and seven participants in large open-plan offices. 
Appendix E presents the demographic details of the participants involved in the interview 
phase of the study.
 
3.7.3 Interview data analysis 
This study followed Lamb and colleagues’ (2011) four-phase phenomenography 
analysis method. It involves an iterative, interpretive and systematic approach (Sandberg, 
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2000, 2005; Marton and Booth, 1997). Although, this analysis method involved interpreting 
‘what employees do when they experience anxiety within open-plan offices’ and ‘how 
employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices’ parts separately, 
this method analyses both parts collectively to answer Research question 1; ‘what are the 
different ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices?’ 
as a whole. Overall, the analysis method involved:  
(1) a familiarization phase,  
(2) unpacking the ‘what’,  
(3) unpacking the ‘how’ and  
(4) focusing on unpacking the ‘what’ and ‘how’ simultaneously.  
The first phase involved the researcher reading each transcript multiple times to 
become familiar with the transcripts. The researcher recorded initial interpretations on each 
transcript (i.e. the employee’s needs, values). The researcher then grasped and summarized 
each participant’s overarching understanding of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices 
from a holistic perspective. The researcher highlighted specific statements from the transcripts 
that described anxiety as an emotion such as experiences that focused on ‘hyper-vigilance’, 
‘worry’, ‘afraid’, ‘self-consciousness’, ‘helplessness’ and ‘self-critical’. Not all participants 
were aware of their anxiety-related experiences. Some participants did not use the term 
‘anxiety’ when they discussed their experiences. However, employees described experiences 
that aligned with the definition of anxiety (Huq, Reay & Chreim, 2017). Lastly, the researcher 
grouped participants according to their similarities and differences into categories of 
understandings. Each understanding referred to a specific anxiety-related experience within 
open-plan offices.  
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In the second phase, the researcher unpacked ‘what employees do when they 
experience anxiety within open-plan offices’ through identifying a participant’s way of 
experiencing anxiety. The researcher recorded notes on the transcripts about participants’ 
behaviors with the same category of understanding. The researcher then compared ways of 
experiencing anxiety used by participants between understandings. As a result, the researcher 
had preliminary categories of ways of experiencing anxiety (i.e. avoiding, withdrawing).  
 
The third phase unpacked ‘how employees understand their experiences of anxiety 
within open-plan offices’. This drew on the understandings attained in phase 1. The 
researcher read through the transcripts multiple times and identified specific statements, 
which captured how each employee understood experiencing anxiety from their own truths. 
This phase demonstrated the iterative nature of this phenomenography analysis method. 
Afterwards, the researcher examined how a participant’s meanings from these specific 
statements corresponded with their overarching understanding of experiencing anxiety within 
the transcript as a whole. The researcher checked whether a participant’s meanings of their 
statements aligned with other statements within the transcript. The researcher also verified 
that participants with the same understanding upheld statements that expressed similar 
meanings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. At this stage, some participants 
were regrouped according to their understandings.  
 
The final phase involved examining ‘what employees do when they experience 
anxiety within open-plan offices’ and ‘how employees understand their experiences of anxiety 
within open-plan offices’ concurrently. The researcher compared participants’ ways of 
experiencing anxiety in relation to participants who shared the same understanding of 
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experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. The researcher then re-examined the 
transcripts and checked whether the assigned understanding corresponded with the 
employees’ experiences. The researcher checked whether another understanding would be 
more suitable.  
Additionally, the researcher cross-checked these interpretations with her research 
diary (i.e. notes about the participants at the time of the interview) to verify that 
interpretations were faithful to employees’ experiences (Sandberg, 2000). Cross-checking 
enabled the researcher to confirm that the categories of understandings were coherent and 
faithful to employees’ experiences (Sandberg, 2005). Furthermore, the cross-checking process 
generated clearer and concise understandings (Sandberg, 2000) (Lamb et al., 2011). Overall, 
this four-phase phenomenography analysis method derived a variation of understandings that 
addressed Research question 1; ‘what are the different ways employees understand their 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices?’  Hence, the interview phase provided a 
foundation for the observations phase.  
3. 8 Phase 2 Observations 
Observations captured employees’ experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices ‘in 
action’ (O’Leary & Sandberg, 2016). Phase 2 primarily focused on answering Research 
question 2; how are employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety related to the ways 
they experience anxiety within open-plan offices? Hence, observations were used to cross-
check between what employees recalled about their ways of experiencing anxiety within 
open-plan offices and how employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-
plan offices (Sandberg, 2000).  
The study used non-participant observations to gather information within a naturalistic 
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setting (Liu & Maitlis, 2012). Non-participant observations were used to overcome the 
limitations of observations, such as participants changing their behaviors when they were 
watched. In this regard, the researcher conducted non-participant observations because it did 
not obstruct the daily functioning of the workplace. The researcher did not interrupt work 
practices and adopted social norms to blend into the office environment, such as not talking 
loudly. Therefore, the non-participant observations captured how employees express anxiety 
naturally within their open-plan office (Jehn, 1997). 
3.8.1 Observations procedure 
Prior to observing the site, the researcher constructed an observations schedule 
(Appendix F). It reflected of the study’s research questions, aims and recommendations from 
existing literature on observing open-plan offices (Boutellier, Ullman, Schreiber & Naef, 
2008; Coradi, Heinzen & Boutellier, 2015; Brennan, Chugh & Kline, 2002). This 
observational schedule was re-examined on each initial day of observing a new office and was 
modified throughout the observational period. Additionally, the researcher aligned the 
observations schedule to capture context-specific interactions (i.e. designating the 
participants’ codes, drawing up workspace maps) (Appendix G).  
Observations were conducted over a two-week period and involved observing 
individuals within each office for three to four days. For each office, the observational period 
commenced with the researcher greeting and introducing herself to the participants. 
Employees were provided an information sheet and completed a consent form. The researcher 
then occupied a desk in a quiet corner of the open-plan office and recorded observations into a 
computer. The researcher recorded observations according to categories in the observational 
schedule. This schedule included office characteristics, layout, employee’s wellbeing, anxiety, 
emotions and behavior.  
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The researcher also wrote field notes into a research diary throughout the 
observational period, including maps of workspaces and the participant’s interactions. 
Although, the researcher did not participate in work activities, the researcher was invited to 
attend social activities, including morning teas, a birthday celebration and a farewell morning 
tea. The observational period concluded with the researcher thanking the participants and 
providing each office with a morning tea basket as a token of appreciation. In total, 
observations and field notes produced approximately 104 pages of text.  
3.8.2 Observations sample size 
The researcher observed three sizes of open-plan offices to attain a maximum 
variation of participants’ experiences of anxiety. Similar to the interviews, the researcher 
adopted a purposeful sampling method (Patton, 1990). This involved asking the facility 
manager to nominate a variation of open-plan offices- one small, one medium and one large 
open-plan office for the observational phase. Studies have identified that employees may 
experience stressors more frequently or persistently within a large open-plan office in 
comparison to smaller open-plan offices (Bodin Danielsson & Bodin, 2008).  All employees 
from the nominated open-plan offices were invited to participate in the study. Participants 
who were interested in participating in the study contacted the researcher and completed a 
consent form (Appendix C).  
 
The number of participants observed in each office aligned with Bodin Danielsson and 
Bodin’s (2008) definition of open-plan offices. A small open-plan office contains four- nine 
employees, medium contains 10-24 employees and large contain 25+ employees (Bodin 
Danielsson & Bodin, 2008). The researcher observed six employees from a small open-plan 
office, 11 employees from a medium open-plan office and 26 employees within a large open-
plan office. Therefore, a total of 43 employees from the three nominated open-plan offices 
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participated in the observational phase of the study. Seven participants in phase one also 
participated in the observational phase. Appendix H presents the demographic details of the 
participants involved in the observational phase of the study.  
 
3.8.3 Observations data analysis 
Observations were analyzed after the interview phase. The first phase of the 
observation data analysis focused on verifying participants’ understandings. The researcher 
compared what employees said they did when they experienced anxiety from the interviews 
transcripts, with how they experienced anxiety in practice from the field notes. The researcher 
cross-checked examples of the ways participants experienced anxiety within open-plan 
offices. The observational data consolidated the participants’ understandings from the 
interviews in Phase 1.   
 
The second phase gauged their perspectives of anxiety (positive/ negative) in relation 
to their understandings of experiencing anxiety. The researcher identified participants’ 
perspectives of anxiety (positive/negative) from statements within the transcripts and field 
notes. Employees with a positive perspective of anxiety referred to positive aspects or benefits 
of experiencing anxiety. In contrast, employees with a negative perspective of anxiety 
recalled their experiences of anxiety as harmful or detrimental. Understandings were arranged 
according to their perspectives of anxiety (positive/negative).  
The third phase examined how each understanding related to their ways of 
experiencing anxiety. The researcher drew on employees’ understandings from the interview 
data analysis. The researcher identified statements in the transcripts and observations that 
described how employees with understandings expressed ways of experiencing of anxiety. 
The researcher categorized the ways of experiencing anxiety that enabled the employee to 
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engage and overcame anxiety as adaptive experiences of anxiety. In contrast, the researcher 
categorized ways of experiencing anxiety that prevented employees from overcoming anxiety 
as maladaptive experiences of anxiety. Understandings were arranged according to 
adaptive/maladaptive experiences of anxiety. 
The data analysis method involved examining the interview transcripts and 
observations to answer Research question 2; how are employees’ understandings of 
experiencing anxiety related to the ways they experience anxiety within open-plan offices? 
Overall, the data analysis phases strived to generate trustworthy data that was faithful to 
employees’ experiences.  The findings will be presented in Chapter 4. 
 
3. 9 Trustworthiness of data 
According to the interpretive paradigm, employees’ understandings cannot be 
objectively justified as the truth (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). Therefore, the researcher adopts 
alternative strategies such as Sandberg’s (2005) truth constellation, to assess the 




Table 2: Sandberg’s truth constellation (2005) 
Truth constellation Aim  Strategies implemented 
Pragmatic validity 
(Kvale, 1989) 
To test interpretations in 
practice 





To produce truthful 
meanings 
- ‘Community of 
interpretation’ 
 
- Rapport building 
Transgressive validity 
(Lather, 1993) 
To challenge taken for 
granted assumptions 






To attain interpretations 








- Probing questions 
 
‘Pragmatic validity’ refers to testing interpretations in practice because 
phenomenography studies do not accept understandings at face value (Kvale, 1989; Sandberg, 
2005). The researcher cross-checked the verbal recounts captured in the interviews with 
observations that reported employees’ behaviors. Hence, the researcher could reconcile 
contradictions between what employees said and what they did within their open-plan offices, 
to uphold trustworthiness in the data (Sandberg & Pinnington, 2009).  
 
‘Communicative validity’ (Kvale, 1989) strives to produce truthful meanings. The 
researcher created a ‘community of interpretation’ at the start of each interview to ensure that 
the participant and researcher both shared a mutual understanding about the aim of the 
interview (Wright et al., 2007). Additionally, the researcher strived to overcome threats of 
social desirability. Social desirability refers to participants behaving in a way they perceive is 
aligned to what the researcher wants. For this reason, the researcher built rapport with 
participants and engaged in conversations with participants prior to interviews and 
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observations to create a comfortable environment.  
 
‘Transgressive validity’ (Lather, 1993) aims to challenge taken for granted 
assumptions. The researcher actively searched for contradictions and tensions through 
focusing on differences between understandings rather than searching for consensus among 
employees’ experiences (Lamb et al., 2011). In the observational phase, the researcher 
conducted observations in multiple time periods to maintain reflexivity between observing 
from an employee’s perspective and the researcher’s perspective (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). 
For example, the researcher initially observed from their perspective (i.e. visitor) to question 
things taken for granted. The researcher then observed from an employee’s perspective (i.e. 
putting themselves in the other person’s shoes) to attain a richer awareness of employees’ 
experiences from a personal viewpoint. 
 
Finally, ‘reliability as interpretative awareness’ (Sandberg, 2005) focuses on deriving 
interpretations that are faithful to the employees’ experiences. The researcher used 
techniques, such as bracketing, to maintain awareness of how their own experiences and 
interpretations influenced the data collection and data analysis process (Sandberg, 1997). In 
addition, the researcher bracketed (i.e. put aside) observations from other offices when 
observing a new location. This meant the researcher could become immersed in a new office 
without introducing preconceived bias. Furthermore, the researcher continuously checked that 
the researcher’s interpretations were faithful to the participants’ experiences, through asking 
probing questions to clarify meanings (i.e. “Can you tell me more about…?”, “What do you 
mean when you say…?”) (Sandberg, 2000). Hence, this study focused on generating data on 
participants’ experiences from their perspective.  
 
 49 
3. 10 Conclusion 
Chapter 3 discussed the methodology, research design and rationale for implementing 
a two-phase phenomenography study. Phase 1 involved conducting semi-structured 
interviews with 19 employees from open-plan offices, across two organizations. Phase 2 
involved capturing non-participant observations of employees within their open-plan office 
over a two-week period. This chapter provides a summary of how this phenomenography 
study investigated its’ two research questions; ‘what are the different ways employees 
understand their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices?’ and ‘how are employees’ 
understandings of experiencing anxiety related to the ways they experience anxiety within 
open-plan offices?’  
  
 50 
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
4. 1 Introduction  
Chapter 4 aims to describe the five overarching understandings of experiencing 
anxiety within open-plan offices. This chapter will present ways of experiencing anxiety, 
understandings, hierarchy of understandings and a comparison of understandings and ways of 
experiencing anxiety.  
4. 2 Ways of experiencing anxiety 
There is a variation of ways of experiencing anxiety. Appendix I presents 
representative quotes of ways of experiencing anxiety.  Five core ways of experiencing 
anxiety were derived from the data: watching for cues and remaining hyper-vigilant, avoids 
anxiety, withdraws/shifts focus away from anxiety, problem solving and integrating anxiety.  
 
4.2.1 Watching for cues and remaining hyper-vigilant  
Employees who watch for cues and remain hyper-vigilant focus on controlling their 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. ‘Watching for cues’ refers to observing 
environments and identifying norms to make sense of anxiety. Employees who are hyper-
vigilant exhibit worry and apprehension because they are unable to predict the outcomes of 
their experiences of anxiety. Therefore, employees who are hyper-vigilant are more prone to 
watch for cues, as ID12 reflected in the following statement: 
…I think I try and judge her mood when she comes in the morning…[I] see if she’s 
happy and wants to be chatty, or if it looks like she’s got a lot to do and she’s not in 
the mood…  
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Employees may focus on cues to gauge their negative outcomes of experiencing anxiety. 
 
4.2.2 Avoids anxiety 
Employees can avoid their anxiety within open-plan offices. Avoiding anxiety enables 
individuals to circumvent from anxiety-provoking situations. For example, ID4 moved open-
plan offices to avoid feeling anxious about hearing colleagues’ judgmental opinions after an 
interpersonal conflict: 
… I moved [to open-plan offices]… If I don’t like it [feeling judged], I leave…I don’t 
want to be seen as the only person that it annoys…  
 
Hence, individuals who avoid anxiety focus on escaping from negative aspects anxiety.  
 
4.2.3 Withdraws/shifts focus away from anxiety 
Employees can withdraw or shift their focus away from anxiety to minimize their 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. ‘Withdrawing’ refers to individuals who 
numb their feelings of anxiety. These individuals bury their feelings through shifting their 
focus away from anxiety. As a result, these individuals distract themselves from their 
experiences of anxiety. ID10 demonstrates how employees concentrate on work instead of 
focusing on their nervousness about working with others within the open-plan office. For 
example,  
 
ID10 is a project manager for a lab experiment and was working with a team from 
another department. ID10 gave instructions to their team members [junior scientists 
and students] and discussed plans for organizing the equipment. The team prepared for 
the experiment but was waiting for the other team to organize the equipment. ID10 
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looks stressed and walked with a fast pace between the lab space and work desk. ID10 
gave directions to the remaining students and walked back to their workspace. ID10 
looks at what their team is doing and sees the other team. ID10 does not intervene, 
turns to their computer and continues working. After a couple of minutes, ID10 is 
engrossed in their work and does not observe the lab space. 
 
Therefore, employees recognize anxiety as a negative experience when they withdraw or shift 
focus away from their anxieties.  
 
4.2.4 Problem solving  
Individuals can use a problem solving approach to work through their experiences of 
anxiety within open-plan offices. Problem solving refers to activities that enable employees to 
identify solutions to alleviate their anxiety. An example of problem solving is brainstorming 
about how to deal with anxiety. ID19 recalled brainstorming solutions with colleagues to 
overcome anxiety from working with a bully in the open-plan office:  
 
…If you have a bully in the room other people can see that…You don’t feel like you 
are alone…My friends and I talked about this person when they were absent and we 
all agreed that we have different experiences with this person…that was not pleasant 
so with that agreement we supported each other for dealing with it…We 
communicated with each other to resolve any potential individual conflict…We just 
ignored him because we thought that was the best option…  
 





4.2.5 Integrating anxiety  
Individuals can integrate anxiety within their experiences of an open-plan office. 
Integrating anxiety refers to working through anxiety by experiencing both the challenges (i.e. 
worry) and benefits (i.e. attaining social support) of anxiety simultaneously. ID5 demonstrates 
how they develop resilience through drawing on positive aspects of anxiety (motivation to 
seek social support) to overcome the negative aspects of anxiety (worry). For example,  
 
ID5 discussed an email they had received from upper management with a colleague. 
ID5 was worried that they were blamed for something they did not do. The colleague 
then told ID5 that everyone received the email and the message was sent whether you 
followed the process or not. Afterwards, ID5 looked relieved and discussed the 
contents of the email with the colleague to reduce the tension they felt about the issue. 
ID5 said to the colleague they should not send the email to everyone because “It was 
not to do with us, we do a good job”. ID5 continued to release their tension by 
discussing how they were in a similar situation before and they could not understand 
why they still send emails like that. ID5 and colleague laughed about the issue and 
shared an insider joke using non-verbal facial expressions (i.e. we know why, but we 
get through it). The conversation ended when the ID5 said “You know what I mean?” 
and the colleague replied “Yes”.  
 
Therefore, employees who integrate anxiety develop their resilience. This enables them to 
focus on the positives of anxiety.  
Overall, employees exhibited a range of ways of experiencing anxiety within open-
plan offices. Table 3 presents an overview of ways of experiencing anxiety within open-plan 
offices.  
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Table 3: Ways of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices 
Way Key characteristics 
Core aim Deals with anxiety Perspectives of anxiety  
Watching for cues and 
remaining hyper-vigilant 
 
To make sense 
of anxiety 
Controls anxiety Focuses on the 





X Focuses on the 
negatives of anxiety 
Withdraws/shifts focus 




Numbs feelings Focuses on the 
negatives of anxiety 





how to deal with 
anxiety 
Focuses on resolving 
the negatives of 
anxiety 




Builds resilience and 
skills to deal with 
anxiety 
Focuses on the 
positives and negatives 
of anxiety 
Please note X represents that employees do not deal with anxiety when they avoid anxiety. 
 
The next section will present employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety. 
 
4. 3 Understandings 
Five understandings of employees’ experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices 
emerged from the data:  
Understanding 1) Experiencing anxiety as helplessness 
Understanding 2) Experiencing anxiety as hurt 
Understanding 3) Experiencing anxiety as a vulnerability 
Understanding 4) Experiencing anxiety as a problem to be solved 
Understanding 5) Experiencing anxiety as stimulating self-development  
 
Each understanding represents a distinct experience of anxiety within open-plan 
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offices (see Appendix J for representative quotes). Understanding 1 depicts employees stuck 
in a helpless state when they experience anxiety. Understanding 2 represents employees who 
feel hurt because they endure lingering discomfort when they experience anxiety. 
Understanding 3 acknowledges how employees feel vulnerable when they experience anxiety. 
Understanding 4 reflects employees who search for solutions to resolve their experiences of 
anxiety. Understanding 5 represents employees who regard experiences of anxiety a process 
of development.
4. 4 Understanding 1: Experiencing anxiety as helplessness 
 
Individuals understood experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices as a feeling of 
helplessness. Helplessness is depicted as a confused and foggy emotional state. Consequently, 
employees felt stuck in an overwhelmed and stressful experience. These employees perceive 
they are stuck because they have no control over their experiences. For example, ID10 
reflected on feeling stuck when they felt a lack of control over the level of privacy in their 
open-plan office:  
 
… There is no solution, you are stuck in there…It is just like a band aid solution…We 
are stuck there. There is no change in plan. We are stuck to the open-plan and we have 
been living with it for the last seven years…We have no choice…  
 
Additionally, these employees perceive they are restricted by the absence of options. 
For example, they remain fixated on the paucity of options, as ID2 reflected in the following.  
 
ID2 was talking to a visitor from upper management and trying to solve a problem. 
The conversation reaches a point of frustration. ID2 walks back towards their desk 
with their back slumped and hands in their pockets. Before ending the conversation 
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ID2 says “Do we agree to disagree?” The manager responds “Yes. We agree it is 
unresolved”. The manager leaves the open-plan office… ID2 grumbles to a colleague 
and says “They can do anything they like up there and employees are treated like 
numbers”. ID2 sighs loudly.  
 
As a result, employees do not engage with their experiences of anxiety because they 
do not foresee they can do anything about reducing their anxiety. Overall, Understanding 1 
employees demonstrate maladaptive experiences of anxiety because they do not exert effort 
into dealing with anxiety.  
 
4. 5 Understanding 2: Experiencing anxiety as hurt 
This group understood experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices as a feeling of 
hurt. Hurt is recognized as a lingering sense of discomfort. Employees regarded their 
experiences of anxiety with discomfort because they were unable to gauge when discomfort 
will diminish. ID8 recalled feeling hurt when experiencing anxiety because they took the 
anxiety personally. This is reflected in the following interview.  
 
…People can say [comments] to me, that does affect my emotions… They are not 
prepared to see things my way, it’s like a one-way street to them…You just have to 
step back…Even though you don’t 100% agree with it, it is just the easily way to deal 
with it [anxiety]… It stops me from getting upset… 
 
Employees’ experiences of anxiety trigger individuals to be critical of themselves, which 
intensify their feelings of hurt. ID12 recalled how the open space increased their anxiety 
because they felt judged by colleagues. As a result, they become critical of themselves:  
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I think just how open [the open-plan office] was and total lack of any privacy. It’s not 
that I don’t want people to see what I’m doing, but when you know that everyone can 
see everything you’re doing, then you become really critical of yourself, sometimes I 
even think I haven’t written much on this screen in the last 10 minutes. People are 
going to think I’m not working. I’d better [work] even though I don’t really have 
anything to write…[I] can spiral out of control a little bit because you start to feel 
critical of yourself and then you start to feel stressed and then that means that you’re 
not doing as much, it makes it even harder to do work… All I can think about is I’m 
not getting anything done… 
 
Therefore, employees who understand their experiences of anxiety as hurt focus on 
how their experiences provoked feelings of discomfort. Unlike Understanding 1, this group 
demonstrated reduced maladaptive experiences of anxiety. However, these employees are at 
greater risk of suffering adverse consequences (i.e. emotional exhaustion, stress) because they 
suffer from additional bouts of hurt.   
 
4. 6 Understanding 3: Experiencing anxiety as a vulnerability 
This group understood experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices as a 
vulnerability. Vulnerability refers to how employees recognized anxiety as a shortcoming or 
weakness. For example, employees felt weak when colleagues saw them experiencing 
anxiety. Consequently, this group expressed shame (i.e. ‘they are not good enough’) when 
they experienced anxiety. ID3 felt shame when colleagues would make interjecting comments 
about their advice to clients within the open-space:  
 
…They’re [colleagues] trying to look good or trying to make me feel bad or look 
bad…It makes you feel bad. Not good enough, which is not a very nice feeling.  
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Additionally, employees strived to reduce their exposure to anxiety because they were 
ashamed of being seen as an employee who experiences anxiety. The open-plan office not 
only magnified employees’ exposure to anxiety but it also heightened their exposure of being 
seen when experiencing anxiety. For example, ID4 recalls how they felt self-conscious within 
their open-plan office: 
They [managers] see you come and go…It’s like they’re monitoring who’s coming 
and going… watching what you’re doing. Don’t you worry about what I’m doing. 
You just do what you’re doing. If I don’t like it, I leave…I don’t want to be seen as 
the only person that it annoys… 
Consequently, employees became preoccupied with concealing their anxiety. In 
comparison to Understanding 2, this group is less prone to short-term consequences. Yet, this 
group may be susceptible to suffering long-term consequences.  
4. 7 Understanding 4: Experiencing anxiety as a problem to be 
solved  
This group understood experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices as a problem to 
be solved. These employees regarded anxiety as a negative, however they believed they could 
do something about their anxiety. Hence, employees focused on resolving anxiety because 
they felt optimistic. For example, optimistic employees expressed confidence to resolve 
anxiety, as ID17 reflected in the following:  
 
I found it [open-plan office] really, really claustrophobic [anxiety panic]. So I was like 
“I am moving out of here”…I went to the person who was managing the situation…I 
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was like “I don’t like the room and I know there is another space here I will be 
moving here” and they were like “Cool, Not a problem”… 
 
Employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved predominantly resolved 
their anxiety. These employees focused on resolving the negatives of anxiety. For example, 
employees perceived the negatives of anxiety as obstacles towards overcoming anxiety. 
Hence, employees in this group reduced the negatives of anxiety prior to solving their 
anxiety. ID17 reflected on how a social support network enabled them to solve their anxiety 
within their open-plan offices:  
 
… We already had this established community so when there was a challenge in the 
open-plan office, you would say this happen…what do we do?  It would be like a mini 
board meeting on the issue… Everyone had their own roles…‘So and so’ would reply 
to the email and ‘so and so’ would talk to other people and ‘so and so’ would give 
support and ‘so and so’ would lead the conversation…  
 
Therefore, Understanding 4 employees were capable of overcoming the negatives of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. Unlike Understandings 1, 2 and 3, this group 
identifies solutions to resolve the negatives of anxiety. Hence, Understanding 4 employees 
attain adaptive experiences of anxiety.  
 
4. 8 Understanding 5: Experiencing anxiety as stimulating self-
development  
This group understood experiencing anxiety within their open-plan office as a way of 
stimulating self-development. Self-development refers to developing personal growth and 
resilience to experience anxiety adaptively. For example, ID16 perceives experiences of 
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anxiety as a positive because it creates an opportunity to grow their skills: 
 
I guess [anxiety]’s good because I have to learn to stand up for myself and kind of 
address these issues… 
 
This group regards their experiences of anxiety as a way of building resilience. These 
employees acknowledge the negative aspects of anxiety because they have endured judgment 
and worked through feelings of shame from experiencing anxiety. As a result, this group has a 
greater capability to break through adverse experiences of anxiety, as ID16 reflected in the 
following: 
 
I have learnt that I should not have to deal with these problems that I dealt with. I 
definitely [have] been stronger than I thought… Mentally…I have dealt with it 
[anxiety] and continue to deal with it… 
 
Overall, Understanding 5 was the most comprehensive understanding because it 
focuses on the positives of experiencing anxiety. This group attains greater adaptive 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices in comparison to Understanding 4 employees. 




Table 4: Employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices  
Understanding 
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Please note X represents that employees with this understanding do not experience anxiety in this way. 
 





4. 9 Hierarchy of understandings of experiencing anxiety within 
open-plan offices 
Employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices can be 
arranged as a hierarchy from the lowest Understanding 1 (experiencing anxiety as 
helplessness); to the highest Understanding 5 (experiencing anxiety as stimulating self-
development). Maladaptive experiences of anxiety range from greatest to least, and adaptive 
experiences of anxiety range from least to greatest.  
 
Understanding 1 (experiencing anxiety as helplessness) reflects the highest 
maladaptive experiences of anxiety. This group is preoccupied with feeling helpless and 
perceives anxiety as negative. Therefore, Understanding 1’s employees demonstrate 
maladaptive experiences of anxiety because they do not exert effort into dealing with anxiety. 
The level of maladaptive experiences decreases in Understanding 2  (experiencing anxiety as 
hurt), as individuals strive to minimize their hurt from experiencing anxiety. This 
understanding is categorized as a low maladaptive experience of anxiety because employees 
are at greater risk of suffering adverse outcomes of anxiety and hurt (i.e. emotional 
exhaustion, stress).  
 
Similarly, Understanding 3  (experiencing anxiety as a vulnerability) employees are 
susceptible to suffer from long-term consequences. This group is vulnerable of bottling up 
anxiety over time, which may result in major bouts of anxiety surfacing at unpredictable 
times. Overall, Understanding 2’s and Understanding 3’s employees may not have the skills 
to deal with major anxiety. Therefore, these understandings reflect a low level of maladaptive 
experiences of anxiety.  
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Understanding 4 (experiencing anxiety as a problem to be solved) presents a shift 
from employees’ maladaptive to adaptive experiences of anxiety. Understanding 4 reflects 
low adaptive experiences of anxiety because they identify solutions to resolve the negatives of 
anxiety. Lastly, Understanding 5 (experiencing anxiety as stimulating self-development) 
presents a more comprehensive understanding of experiencing anxiety because it involves 
focusing on the positives of anxiety. This understanding reflects greater adaptive experiences 
of anxiety because they work through unpleasant feelings. Figure 5 presents a diagram of 
understandings of experiencing anxiety, adaptive-maladaptive experiences of anxiety and 









These five understandings of experiencing anxiety provide insight into how individuals vary 
in experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices.  The following section will compare 
employees’ understandings and ways of experiencing anxiety.  
Perspective of anxiety: 
Highly Positive 
Perspective of anxiety:  
Highly Negative 
Experiences of anxiety: Greater Adaptive 


















Figure 5: Understandings of experiencing anxiety 
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4. 10 Comparing understandings and ways of experiencing 
anxiety 
Employees exhibited ways of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices 
differently, according to their understandings of experiencing anxiety (see Appendix J for 
representative quotes). This section will present how employees’ understandings of 
experiencing anxiety are related to the ways they experience anxiety within open-plan offices. 
 
4.10.1 Way of experiencing anxiety: Watching for cues and remaining hyper-vigilant 
Employees across all five understandings of experiencing anxiety watched for cues 
and remained hyper-vigilant. Yet, they varied in how they watched for cues and remained 
hyper-vigilant according to their understandings. Employees who experience anxiety as 
helplessness were hyper-vigilant because they were unable to control their anxiety. For 
example, ID2 recalls remaining hyper-vigilant: 
 
When I began [working in an open-plan office], it was afraid, it was hesitant…. That 
was kind of scary. Will I work with these people? A lot of people I knew, a lot of 
people I didn’t know, and even though you know people, you’re not aware of their 
work habits. Will I, in close quarters, be able to get along with them?  
 
Whereas, employees who experience anxiety as hurt watched for cues to see if they 
were at risk of experiencing additional anxiety. ID6 reflected on who was in the office before 
talking to colleagues to avoid worrying about other people overhearing their conversation:  
 
[I] just reflect back on who is actually in the office and what is happening in there…It 
[scanning the environment] probably comes automatically now from consciously, 
 65 
subconsciously, being aware of who is in the office area before speaking, so that is 
something I have learnt I think in the open-plan… 
 
Similar to Understanding 2’s employees, employees who experience anxiety as a 
vulnerability would scan the environment for cues. These employees would watch for cues 
and remain hyper-vigilant to maintain awareness of whether they would be exposed to 
additional anxiety. However, the key difference between Understanding 2 and Understanding 
3 employees is that Understanding 3 employees would additionally shift their focus away 
from their anxiety, as ID18 reflected in the following: 
 
…I was feeling concerned so I did not want to after every phone call [to] justify that 
they [other colleagues] shouldn’t panic and be concerned, in the end I just took the 
position we are all adults we are all going to manage the situation…There is not much 
I can do about it. I alerted my manager and it was left as that… It took a very 
deliberate effort on my part to not care any more… 
 
Employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved watched for cues to 
attain more information to generate solutions for solving anxiety. This group valued watching 
for cues and remaining hyper-vigilant because they gained greater awareness, as ID19 
recalled in the following: 
 
…That incident wasn’t necessary negative, it gave me a sense of understanding…It 
was a good cue for what is a socially acceptable thing to do in an open-plan office so 
prior to this I did not know about these things, so in a way it made me happy that it 
happened because now I have a better understanding and realization of social cues and 
the social norms with this particular office… 
 
Lastly, employees who experience anxiety as stimulating self-development identified 
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how they can develop resilience from cues. For example, ID16 recognizes they need to build 
resilience so they can feel less anxious about how others perceive them:  
 
… I try to manage it [anxiety] with therapy and other means to manage how I 
personally take certain comments and how I can try to be less sensitive towards these 
comments… 
 
As a result, employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved and 
stimulating self-development attain adaptive experiences of anxiety. These employees 
perceive watching for cues and maintaining hyper-vigilant is beneficial for overcoming 
anxiety. In contrast, employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a 
vulnerability watch for cues and remain hyper-vigilant in order to control the situation or 
reduce their risk of additional anxiety. Consequently, these employees do not overcome 
anxiety, which leads to maladaptive experiences of anxiety, even though they watch for cues 
and maintain hyper-vigilant. Therefore, watching for cues and maintaining hyper-vigilant 
does not automatically lead to maladaptive or adaptive experiences of anxiety.  
 
4.10.2 Way of experiencing anxiety: Avoids anxiety 
Employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability avoid 
anxiety. Employees who experience anxiety as helplessness were preoccupied with avoidance 
because they perceived there were no other options. For example, IDS3 focused on avoiding 
anxiety through engaging in humor: 
 
IDS3 and IDS4 would exchange insider jokes such as engaging in banter, when IDS4 
would say their common catch phase “Are you kidding me?” IDS3 would respond 
with humor and mimic this phase with the comment “We know how you are” because 
IDS4 would express this comment when feeling stressed. Then, both employees would 
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vent about their problems and took a break before continuing working. 
 
In contrast, employees who experience anxiety as hurt and a vulnerability retreated 
from anxiety. These employees avoided anxiety to reduce their exposure of being seen 
experiencing anxiety. Although, these employees may perceive they are attaining an adaptive 
experience of anxiety, these employees may suffer maladaptive experiences of anxiety in the 
long term. For example, ID9 avoided feeling anxious by leaving the open-plan office when 
their colleague disregarded their comments:  
 
ID9 joins in a conversation between colleague X and another colleague. The 
colleagues are discussing exercise ideas. ID9 interjects, “It was mentioned recently…” 
[talks about an exercise fad]. Colleague X questions ID9’s comments and asks “Is the 
exercise effective?” ID9 responds with “You are either interested in it or not?” 
Colleague X ignores the comment and the conversation ends awkwardly. I9 looks 
nervous, like they don’t know whether to say anything, so they leave the office to end 
the uncomfortable, lingering silence. After ID9 leaves, the conversation continues 
between the two colleagues.  
 
Overall, employees who experience anxiety as helplessness avoid anxiety because 
they focus on avoiding and not addressing anxiety. Whereas, employees who experience 
anxiety as hurt and a vulnerability were future-oriented because they protected themselves 
from experiencing additional anxiety. However, these employees may suffer maladaptive 
experiences of anxiety when they avoid anxiety within open-plan offices.    
 
4.10.3 Way of experiencing anxiety: Withdraws/shifts focus away from anxiety 
Employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability can 
withdraw and shift their focus away from anxiety. Employees who experience anxiety as 
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helplessness and a vulnerability were more prone to withdraw and shift their focus onto their 
work. For example, employees who experience anxiety as helplessness focused on getting 
stuck in their work. Whereas, employees who experience anxiety as a vulnerability focused 
on their work because they perceived their ability to work was a reflection of how they deal 
with anxiety. These employees felt if they could block out their anxiety and continue 
working, they were not affected by anxiety. However, employees may express bouts of 
anxiety after bottling up their anxieties. For example, IDM7 would withdraw from their 
anxieties by using headphones. Later, they expressed an outburst of emotions:  
 
IDM7 worked with headphones on throughout the day and expressed concerned facial 
expressions. Later in the afternoon, IDM7 would be unable to contain their emotions. 
They would take off their headphones and grumble about their concerns about changes 
that triggered anxiety. IDM7 used hand gestures to emphasize their worries. IDM7 
suppressed their verbal expression of anxieties by putting their headphones back on… 
 
Whereas, employees who experience anxiety as hurt shifted their focus away from 
their anxieties and onto their feelings of hurt. Hence, employees were more susceptible to 
maladaptive experiences of anxiety because they had additional worries. For example, ID16 
recalls feeling discomfort when they feel anxious about interacting with others in their open-
plan office:  
 
…I don’t want to upset people. I don’t want to interrupt people …I find myself a bit 
strange and so do a lot of people, not in a bad way, but in a not so normal way.  
 
Employees who experience anxiety as helplessness and a vulnerability withdraw from 
their anxieties by focusing their attention onto their work. Whereas, employees who 
experience anxiety as hurt shift their focus away from their anxieties and onto personal 
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worries. Overall, these groups may endure maladaptive experiences of anxiety within open-
plan offices. Yet, employees who experience anxiety as hurt may be more prone to 
diminished wellbeing.  
 
4.10.4 Way of experiencing anxiety: Problem solving  
Employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved and stimulating self-
development engaged in problem solving. Employees who experience anxiety as a problem to 
be solved focused on identifying an immediate solution to alleviate their anxiety. These 
employees are action-oriented, but strive to attain a quick fix. For example, ID19 reflected on 
seeking social support to reduce bullying:  
 
…My friends and I talked about this person [bully]…We supported each other for 
dealing with it [worry]…We go for lunch and talk about it and laugh…Having support 
from your peers in your open-plan office can really mitigate the negative effects that 
or negative or bad person has on the environment because everyone else comes 
together…  
 
However, employees who experience anxiety as stimulating self-development used 
problem solving to develop long-term skills. One key difference was that this group engaged 
in problem solving to build resilience rather than attaining a quick short-term solution. ID5 
demonstrated how they built their resilience so they could work through anxiety within their 
open-plan office:  
 
ID5 visits another open-plan office on a daily basis to have fun, laugh, receive social 
support and release tension from their office. The employees would joke and say, “Go 
back to where you belong”. ID5 would continue the cheeky banter. ID5 discusses their 
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anxieties of working with another colleague. A colleague acknowledges these 
comments with a nod and they talk about the situation.  
 
Overall, employees who engage in problem solving attain adaptive experiences of 
anxiety. However, employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved and 
stimulating self-development differ in their short or long term focus of problem solving. 
Hence, Understanding 5 employees experience greater adaptive experiences of anxiety.  
 
4.10.5 Way of experiencing anxiety: Integrating anxiety 
Employees who experience anxiety as stimulating self-development were the only 
understanding who integrated anxiety because they uniquely understood anxiety as a positive. 
For example, ID16 stated: 
 
I guess [anxiety]’s good because I have to learn to stand up for myself… I have to be 
careful with what I say… That is good in the real world because you cannot say 
whatever is on your sleeve and I am one of those people…It [anxiety] trains me that I 
can’t…  
 
Employees who integrate anxiety accept both positives and negatives of experiencing 
anxiety. In comparison to other understandings, integrating anxiety is compatible with 
employees who experience anxiety as stimulating self-development, because they focus on 
developing skills over time. Overall, employees who integrate anxiety attain adaptive 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. Table 5 compares employees’ ways and 




Table 5: Variations in ways of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices 
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Please note X represents that employees with this understanding did not experience anxiety in this way.  
 
Overall, findings generated further insight into which employees are prone to 
suffering maladaptive experiences of anxiety within open-plan office context. These findings 
helped unpack Research question 2; ‘how are employees’ understandings of experiencing 
anxiety related to the ways they experience anxiety within open-plan offices?  
 
4. 11 Conclusion 
 
Chapter 4 reiterates how employees exhibit a variety of understandings of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. This study’s findings argue that employees 
vary in their understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices because they 
experience anxiety in different ways. Chapter 5 will interpret and discuss these findings.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND 
CONCLUSION 
5. 1 Introduction 
 
This present study aimed to investigate how employees differ in their experiences of 
anxiety within open-plan offices. This study specifically adopted a phenomenography 
approach to answer the overarching research questions;  
(1) What are the different ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety 
within open-plan offices? and  
(2) How are employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety related to the ways 
they experience anxiety within open-plan offices? 
Chapter 5 discusses this study’s findings in relation to employees’ understandings of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. This chapter also discusses the perspectives of 
experiencing anxiety, ways and understandings of experiencing anxiety, variation of 
understandings and alternative explanations. Lastly, this chapter will present implications for 
theory and practice, limitations of the study, future research directions and conclusion.  
 
5. 2 Perspectives of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices 
It is essential to note all employees in the study felt the nature of anxiety was 
unpleasant and uncomfortable (Eysenck, 1992). However, according to the transactional 
model of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), employees can uphold different appraisals of 
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their experiences of anxiety. Overall, this section discusses similarities and differences of the 
study’s findings in relation to existing physical environment of work and anxiety literature.   
 
5.2.1 Perspectives of anxiety: The dark side and bright side  
Studies have documented the dark side of experiencing anxiety in the work 
environment (Harder et al., 2014; James & Clark, 2002). This study’s findings corroborate 
with the existing literature that report anxiety is harmful and detrimental to employees’ health 
and wellbeing. Employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability 
focus on the negative aspects of anxiety. ID12 reported the lack of privacy within the open-
plan office hindered their performance, “when you know that everyone [colleagues] can see 
everything you’re doing, then you become really critical of yourself”. Consequently, these 
employees face maladaptive experiences of anxiety.  
 
A possible explanation for why this study’s findings align with the existing literature 
is that working culture did not encourage employees to express their experiences of anxiety at 
work. Employees may have been concerned about being judged (TNS Social Research & 
Beyond Blue, 2014).  Even if employees expressed their anxieties, managers and 
organizations may have not had the skills to deal with employees’ experiences of anxiety. 
These studies shed light on how employees understand their negative experiences of anxiety 
within open-plan offices.  
 
This study differs from the dark side of anxiety literature because it reveals some 
employees perceive anxiety as beneficial. In an interview with ID16, they said “I guess 
[anxiety]’s good because I have to learn to stand up for myself and kind of address these 
issues”. This perspective contrasts with the previous studies that postulate employees perceive 
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anxiety as solely negative (Haslam et al., 2005; McCarthy et al., 2015; Muschalla & Linden, 
2013).  One explanation of how these findings are different to the previous literature was 
employees were not preoccupied with experiencing anxiety in a survival mode (Krantz, 
1996). Therefore, these employees were able to resiliently work through their anxiety. 
Overall, this finding proves that not all employees perceive anxiety as solely detrimental. 
Therefore, this study is one of the first to present empirical findings that prove employees in 
the context of open-plan offices can perceive their experiences of anxiety as beneficial and 
paradoxical. 
 
Limited studies within the physical environment of work literature (see Rasila & 
Jylhä, 2014) recognize how negatively perceived phenomenon such as stressors, can lead to 
positive experiences. This study’s findings are similar to Rasila & Jylhä’s (2014) argument 
within the literature. This study confirms that employees can attain positive experiences of 
stressors within open-plan offices. Likewise, this study supports literature on anxiety that 
recognize employees experience growth when they resiliently work through anxiety (Griffin 
et al., 2007). For example, this study found employees who experience anxiety as stimulating 
self-development developed resilience through overcoming adverse experiences of anxiety.  
 
One explanation of why some employees focused on the benefits of stressors within 
open-plan offices was that they had the skills to work through the negative aspects of stressors 
(Gloria & Steinhardt, 2016). However, this study’s findings were different to Rasila & Jylhä’s 
(2014) study because they studied open-plan office noise, an environmental stressor in 
general. In contrast, this study specifically honed into employees’ idiosyncratic emotional 
experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices.  
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5.2.2 Paradoxical perspective of anxiety 
Studies have argued anxiety may be paradoxical (Ayoko, Manchha & Monaghan, 
2017). Paradoxes refer to “contradictions that persist over time” (Putnam, Fairhurst & 
Banghart, 2016, p. 72). However, studies have not reported how employees experience 
anxiety as a paradox within the open-plan office. This study extends the existing literature on 
anxiety because findings reveal how employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be 
solved neither perceive anxiety as positive or negative. Similarly, employees who integrated 
anxiety experience both positives and negatives of anxiety simultaneously. Therefore, these 
employees feel anxiety as a paradox because they experience both the positives and negatives 
of anxiety at the same time.  
 
One possible explanation is that employees upheld competing opposites because they 
may think deeply about their experiences and see alternative possibilities. These employees 
may reflect on their experiences of anxiety and encounter challenges with implementing an 
action-oriented approach. For example, employees may experience anxiety paradoxically 
when they accept and resolve the negative aspects of anxiety, at the same time. As a result, 
employees can encounter a paradox within their perspective of anxiety.  
 
5.2.3 Summary of employees’ perspectives of anxiety 
This study’s findings aligned to the literature on the dark side of anxiety. Employees 
who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability are more prone to 
understanding their experiences of anxiety as harmful. However, this study extended the dark 
side of anxiety because it acknowledged the bright side of experiencing anxiety. Employees 
who experience anxiety as stimulating self-development understood their experiences of 
anxiety as beneficial and an opportunity for growth. In addition, findings diverged from the 
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existing literature because it recognized the paradoxical perspective of anxiety. Employees 
who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved focused on the positive or negative aspects 
of anxiety simultaneously. Additionally, employees who integrated anxiety accepted both the 
positives and negatives of anxiety. These findings justify employees within open-plan offices 
express a variation of perspectives of anxiety. The following section will interpret the ways 
and understandings of experiencing anxiety. 
 
5. 3 Interpreting ways and understandings of experiencing anxiety 
within open-plan offices 
Due to the absence of control and privacy within the open-plan office environment, 
employees within open-plan offices are at risk of enduring maladaptive experiences of 
anxiety. However, this study found employees differ in the ways they experience anxiety 
within open-plan offices. Not all employees face maladaptive experiences of anxiety within 
open-plan offices. Employees who engaged in problem solving and integrating anxiety may 
attain adaptive experiences of anxiety, in comparison to employees who avoid, withdraw or 
shift their focus away from anxiety. Hence, employees may differ in their 
adaptive/maladaptive experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices due to their ways of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. This section discusses findings on existing 
ways of experiencing anxiety and includes new insight into ways of experiencing anxiety.  
 
5.3.1 Ways of experiencing anxiety 
Within the Organizational Behavior literature, studies have identified common ways 
of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices (see Table 6). It is essential to note these 
ways of experiencing anxiety refer to behavioral responses of encountering anxiety rather 
than the biological or physiological responses to anxiety.   
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Findings from this study support the existing literature on ways of experiencing 
anxiety within open-plan offices. First, employees who watched for cues and remained hyper-
vigilant shared similar characteristics with employees who used control-oriented territoriality. 
Both these groups focused on controlling their work environment to gain awareness (Lee & 
Brand, 2010). One possible explanation of why employees control their environment is to 
attain security within an unpredictable open-plan office environment (Brown & Baer, 2011). 
Hence, employees who watched for cues and remained hyper-vigilant may have valued 
security.  
 
Secondly, employees who avoided, withdrew and shifted focus away from anxiety 
adopted defense mechanisms. These employees did not have access to resources to deal with 
anxiety and retreated from anxiety (Griffin et al., 2007).  As a result, some employees may 
experience diminished wellbeing (i.e. heightened stress), which may be explained by 
employees not being able to escape from the source of their anxiety or feelings of self-
consciousness. Thirdly, employees who engaged in problem solving and integrated anxiety, 
drew on social support and therapeutic options. One possible explanation why these 
employees were able to talk to others about their anxieties was that they were not scared of 





Table 6: Common ways of experiencing anxiety 













- Claiming and 
communicating to 
others that an object 
belongs to them (i.e. 
belonging on a chair) 
(Brown & Robinson 
2010). 
Employees who 




(see Linden & 
Muschalla, 2007; 
Horney, 1937) 
- To avoid or escape 
from anxiety 
 
- To provide short 
term and temporary 
relief (May, 1950) 
- Withdrawal (May, 
1950),  
- Distractions 
(Horney, 1937),  




shutting down or 
feeling paralyzed 
(Horney, 1937).  
 
- Rationalizing (i.e. 
justifying anxiety), 
denying (i.e. not 
accepting anxiety) 
and numbing (i.e. 





and shifted focus 
away from anxiety 
Social 
support/Therapeutic 
options (see Baruch 
& Lambert, 2007) 
- To enable 
employees to voice 
their feelings, gain 
an objective view of 
their situation and 
identify adaptive 
strategies to enhance 
their wellbeing 
(Baruch & Lambert, 
2007).  









5.3.2 What’s new about ways of experiencing anxiety 
This study’s findings provide new insight into the ways of experiencing anxiety within 
open-plan office. For example, employees may adopt action-oriented approaches and 
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encounter boundary conditions of experiencing anxiety. One major difference from the 
existing literature is that findings recognize that employees who experience anxiety as a 
problem to be solved and stimulating self-development, may adopt an action-oriented 
approach. Some explanations of why employees used an action-oriented approach was 
because they were optimistic when dealing with anxiety (Schneider, 2001), ID16 recalled, “I 
can try to be less sensitive towards these comments…” In addition, employees may adopt an 
action-oriented approach because they value effective coping (Millear, 2013). This study 
suggested that some employees might adopt action-oriented ways of experiencing anxiety, 
due to their understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices.  
 
This study uncovered that employees’ ways of experiencing anxiety are constrained 
by boundary conditions. Boundary conditions refer to how employees’ understandings of 
experiencing anxiety promoted and inhibited specific ways of experiencing anxiety at the 
same time. In general, employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a 
vulnerability promoted ways of experiencing anxiety that focused on negative aspects of 
anxiety. Whereas, employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved and 
stimulating self-development inhibited these ways of experiencing anxiety. It can be 
interpreted that employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved did not avoid, 
withdraw or shift their focus away from their anxieties because they were focused on 
overcoming anxiety. One possible explanation is that these groups primarily adopt ways of 
experiencing anxiety that enable them to develop skills to overcome anxiety (Hobfoll, 2014). 
Therefore, not all employees experience the same ways of experiencing anxiety within open-
plan offices.  
 
Similarly, employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability 
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inhibited the ways of experiencing anxiety that lead to adaptive experiences of anxiety. These 
ways of experiencing anxiety consist of problem solving and integrating anxiety. It can be 
interpreted that these employees were preoccupied with experiencing anxiety in a survival 
mode because they focused on protecting themselves from the detrimental consequences of 
anxiety (Kleinknecht, 1991). As a result, employees retreated back to using ways of 
experiencing anxiety that they felt comfortable with (James & Clark, 2002). Hence, the main 
focus for these employees was attaining a sense of security to reduce their exposure to major 
bouts of anxiety. For this reason, employees’ understandings inhibited these employees from 
adopting ways of experiencing anxiety that led to adaptive experiences of anxiety.  
 
Lastly, employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved promoted the use 
of problem solving to attain adaptive experiences of anxiety. These employees did not possess 
the same skills as Understanding 5 employees such as solely focusing on the positives of 
anxiety. Therefore, Understanding 4 employees faced obstacles with integrating anxiety, 
which inhibited these employees from experiencing anxiety as beneficial. Hence, employees 
who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved do not reach the same level of adaptive 
experiences as employees who integrate anxiety. One possible explanation of why 
Understanding 5 employees attained greater adaptive experiences of anxiety is that they 
focused on the positives of anxiety.  Overall, these findings suggest employees’ 







5.3.3 Summary of interpreting employees’ ways and understandings of experiencing anxiety 
within open-plan offices  
These findings helped unpack Research question 2; ‘how are employees’ 
understandings of experiencing anxiety related to the ways they experience anxiety within 
open-plan offices?’ These findings suggest employees can vary in their ways of experiencing 
anxiety according to their understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices.  
Employees who experience anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability may adopt ways 
of experiencing anxiety that lead to maladaptive experiences of anxiety. In contrast, 
employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved and stimulating self-
development were more likely to experience ways of anxiety that led to adaptive experiences 
of anxiety. Overall, it can be interpreted that variations of employees’ understandings of 
experiencing anxiety may underpin the ways they experience anxiety. The next section will 
interpret understandings of experiencing anxiety.   
 
5. 4 Interpreting employees’ understandings of experiencing 
anxiety within open-plan offices 
Employees differ in their understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan 
offices. Understandings refer to how an individual interprets and makes sense of their world 
(Home et al., 2010). Personal Construct Theory (Kelly, 1955) postulates how individuals 
interpret their experiences and create understandings that represent their subjective view of 
reality (Steinfeld, 2000). This theory assumes individuals cannot directly capture an objective 
view of reality (Cridland, Caputi, Jones & Magee, 2014). Hence, employees differ in their 
understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices.  
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Findings extend the existing literature on employees’ experiences of anxiety within 
open-plan offices. This study argues that research continues to overlook how employees may 
vary in their experiences of anxiety due to their understandings of experiencing anxiety within 
open-plan offices. Drawing on the PCT (Kelly, 1955), this study’s understandings of 
experiencing anxiety will build upon existing understandings of anxiety.  
 
5.4.1 Role of anxiety within the PCT 
 
There is a paucity of research examining the role of emotions within the PCT  (see 
Chiari, 2013). Kelly (1955, p. x) proclaimed his theory did not have a place for emotions; 
“There is no ego, no emotion, no motivation, no reinforcement, no drive, no unconscious, no 
need”. As a result, Kelly’s original version of the PCT did not depict emotions as a 
component in individuals’ understandings (Walker & Winter, 2007). Therefore, PCT was 
primarily positioned as a cognitive theory (de Vries, Walter, Van der Vegt & Essens, 2014).  
Although, the role of emotions remains underdeveloped within the PCT (Fisher, 
1990), Kelly discussed the role of specific emotions, including anxiety (Lester, 2009). For 
example, an anxiety hypothesis was proposed in the PCT: 
… anxiety is the recognition that the events with which one is confronted lie (partially) 
outside the range of convenience of one’s construct system (Katz, 1984, p. 324).  
However, this hypothesis argues there is only one interpretation of understanding experiences 
of anxiety.  For example, anxiety is solely recognised as a tension experienced when an 
individual cannot make sense of their world (Lazarus & Averill, 2013). Yet, this study’s 
findings went beyond this understanding because it proved employees varied in how they 
understand anxiety. Therefore, PCT only provides a partial explanation for how employees 
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differ in their experiences of anxiety. In order to attain a deeper explanation, this study adds 
more understandings of experiencing anxiety. The next section demonstrates how 
understandings of experiencing of anxiety are not constricted to one understanding within the 
context of the open-plan office.   
5. 5 Variation of understandings of experiencing anxiety within 
open-plan offices  
This study will build upon the physical environment of work literature through 
examining a variation of employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan 
offices. This section will discuss suggestions for addressing employees’ understandings of 
experiences of anxiety in theory and in practice.   
5.5.1 Experiencing anxiety as helplessness  
Employees understand their experiences of anxiety as helplessness. ‘Helplessness’ 
refers to the belief that nothing an individual does makes a difference (Horney, 1937; 
Peterson, Maier & Seligman, 1993). ID10 expressed helplessness within the open-plan office 
“…There is no solution. You are stuck in there…” It is recommended that managers enable 
employees who experience anxiety as helplessness to overcome feeling stuck. Anxiety 
sensitivity training could be provided for managers. This will allow them to identify and 
practice how they can empower their employees. Additionally, employees may benefit from 
undertaking counseling or talking to others about their experiences to develop their awareness 
of their anxiety. However, employees may face additional challenges, such as working 




5.5.2 Experiencing anxiety as hurt 
Employees who experience anxiety as hurt were vulnerable to experiencing 
withdrawal. According to Horney (1937) ‘withdrawal’ refers individuals who separate 
themselves from others as a method of protection. Individuals withdraw to reduce their risk of 
experiencing additional hurt. Employees who withdraw from anxiety attain a sense of 
reassurance because they may uphold the belief “If I withdraw, nothing will hurt me” 
(Horney, 1937, p. 99). As a consequence, employees become emotionally detached from 
others and experience obstacles towards attaining social support.  
 
In addition, employees who experience anxiety as hurt may be vulnerable to suffering 
from the stigma of anxiety (Rycroff, 1968). Stigma is defined as “a characteristic of persons 
that is contrary to a norm of a social unit” (Stafford & Scott, 1986, p. 80). Hence, employees 
may experience additional hurt when they perceive they will accrue social costs (i.e. isolation) 
(Haslam et al., 2005). ID8 revealed they focus on concealing their anxieties because they 
perceived it was a better way of experiencing anxiety in comparison to expressing anxiety in 
front of others: “You just have to step back [from experiencing anxiety]… It is just the [easy] 
way to deal with it…” (ID8). Consequently, this group could be more susceptible to 
withdrawing from others because they may fear being ostracized by the group due to stigma 
(May, 1950). 
It is recommended that managers assist employees who experience anxiety as hurt 
with attaining social support. For example, informal conversation hubs within the open-plan 
office, such as areas away from the main office space (i.e. kitchen or printing areas) may 
enable employees to build and utilize a social support networks (Fayard & Weeks, 2007). 
These spaces could encourage employees to express and share experiences of anxiety freely 
in a non-judgmental environment. However, the use of informal conversation hubs is 
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influenced by the social norms. Therefore, it is vital that managers first establish an open and 
trusting environment for their employees. 
 
5.5.3 Experiencing anxiety as a vulnerability 
Employees who experience anxiety as a vulnerability are susceptible to embodying 
vulnerability. Vulnerability is recognized as a shortcoming (Cole, 2016). These employees 
feel exposed when experiencing anxiety, as reflected by ID6, “…[You] can’t hide [within the 
open-plan office]”. This is further exacerbated by the absence of privacy within the open-plan 
office (Ferrarese, 2016). Consequently, employees are prone to shame. ‘Shame’ refers to “an 
intensely painful feeling or experience of believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of 
acceptance and belonging” (Brown, 2006, p. 45). Employees embodied shame when they 
perceived they were not doing a good job coping with anxiety, ID3 stated “…It makes you 
feel bad. Not good enough…” Consequently, employees within open-plan offices who feel 
shame are vulnerable to experiencing anxiety as vulnerability, especially when they feel self-
conscious (Brown, 2015).  
 
However, individuals who embody vulnerability have the capability to shift from 
maladaptive to adaptive experiences of anxiety. For example, vulnerability also refers to 
“having the courage to show up and be seen when we have no control over the outcome” 
(Brown, 2015, p.4). As a result, individuals who are vulnerable have the capability to work 
through anxiety when they embody courage (Brown, 2014). Similarly, Barton (2009) claims 
individuals who allow themselves to be vulnerable (i.e. breaking down barriers and 
surrendering defenses) are more capable of working through anxiety with ease. Therefore, 
employees who experience anxiety as a vulnerability can attain adaptive experiences of 
anxiety when they “lean into the discomfort and vulnerability” (Brown, 2015, p.8).  It is 
suggested that managers assist employees who experience anxiety as a vulnerability to engage 
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in strategies that facilitate courage and trust. This might not be suitable for all open-plan 
offices and manager-employee relationships. Hence, employees are encouraged to reach out 
to external social networks such as online programs, community services, family and friends. 
 
5.5.4 Experiencing anxiety as a problem to be solved  
Employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved expressed optimism. 
ID19 recalls “Having support from your peers in your open-plan office can really mitigate the 
negative effects”. As a result, employees who exhibit optimism are more enabled to adopt a 
problem solving approach because they believe they can resolve their anxiety (de Rijk, Le 
Blanc, Schaufeli & Jonge, 1998). Therefore, it is recommended that managers assist their 
employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved with generating problem solving 
strategies. Managers can encourage employees to partake in brainstorming strategies within 
informal groups (Penley, Tomaka, & Wiebe, 2002). 
 
5.5.5 Experiencing anxiety as stimulating self-development  
Employees embodied resilience when they experience anxiety as stimulating self-
development. Resilience is defined as an ability to bounce back after adversity (Shin, Taylor, 
& Seo, 2012). ID16 expressed resilience, “I have dealt with it [anxiety] and continue to deal 
with it [anxiety]”. As a result, resilient individuals focus on working through their anxieties to 
develop their ability to overcome anxiety in the future (May, 1950). Hence, it is 
recommended managers assist their employees with resilience building, especially in the 
absence of control and privacy (Vanhove, Herian, Perez, Harms & Lester, 2015). For 
example, managers can identify when and under what conditions, employees within open-
plan offices can develop their skills to overcome anxiety (i.e. adopting flexible working 
hours).  
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Overall, this study proposes understandings of experiencing anxiety can be extended 
to recognize how individuals can differ in their understandings. This finding is contrary to the 
original PCT (Kelly, 1955). The next section will describe alternative explanations of 
employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices.  
 
5. 6 Alternative explanations 
 
To further unpack the sources of variation in understandings of experiencing anxiety 
within open-plan offices, the researcher compared the demographic details of participants 
within each understanding. Demographic details include age, gender, role at work, size of 
open-plan office and duration in an open-plan office (Appendix L).  Although, the sample size 
constrains generalizing individual differences as a source of variation in understandings, 
patterns emerged within understandings (Lamb et al., 2011). Age and gender did not reflect 
any visible patterns. However, there were trends between understandings and participants’ 
role at work, size of open-plan office and duration in open-plan office.  
 
Firstly, researchers (role at work) exhibited a greater prevalence of experiencing 
anxiety as a problem to be solved. However, it is invalid to assume that researchers in general 
are more likely to experience anxiety in this way because these researchers shared the same 
small open-plan office and social norms (i.e. supporting others overcome anxiety). Secondly, 
more than half of the employees who expressed experiencing anxiety as a vulnerability 
occupied a large open-plan office. This explanation is grounded in the literature, employees 
who work in a large open-plan office may express a greater prevalence of stress and anxiety 
because it is more cognitively demanding (see Bodin Danielsson & Bodin, 2008). Hence, 
these employees are less likely to be able to control their environment, this may prompt them 
to reduce their exposure to anxiety.  
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Lastly, the findings on employees’ understandings and duration in the open-plan 
office reinforce that it cannot be assumed that employees will develop their understandings of 
experiencing anxiety according to the hierarchy of understandings over time. Employees who 
worked for a longer duration within an open-plan office upheld maladaptive experiences of 
anxiety. It could be interpreted that employees experience poor wellbeing by suffering from 
anxiety over time. This could inhibit their ability to overcome any future anxiety.  
 
Overall, these plausible explanations reinforce that employees vary in their 
understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. Yet, these explanations do 
not address how employees within open-plan offices differ in their experiences of anxiety. 
Findings reveal employees may vary in their experiences of anxiety because they uphold 
different understandings of anxiety within the open-plan office. These findings answered 
Research question 1; what are the different ways employees understand their experiences of 
anxiety within open-plan offices? These findings provide implications for theory and practice. 
 
5. 7 Implications 
5.7.1 Implications for theory 
Using the PCT as a theoretical framework, findings reveal individuals’ understandings 
of experiencing anxiety as an emotion can vary in contrary to the PCT. As a result, 
understandings of experiencing anxiety are not constrained to the PCT’s anxiety hypothesis. 
This anxiety hypothesis postulates that individuals experience anxiety when their 
understandings do not reflect their world. Five understandings of experiencing anxiety were 
derived from this study; (1) experiencing anxiety as helplessness, (2) experiencing anxiety as 
hurt, (3) experiencing anxiety as a vulnerability, (4) experiencing anxiety as a problem to be 
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solved and (5) experiencing anxiety as stimulating self-development. Therefore, this study 
draws on the PCT and builds on the existing understanding of experiencing anxiety within the 
literature. 
 
This study contributes to the physical environment of work literature by recognizing 
how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. Findings 
reveal how employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety are shaped by social 
interactions within the open-plan office context. Additionally, this study’s findings contribute 
to the anxiety and emotions literature through recognizing how an individual’s understandings 
are connected to how they manage anxiety. An individual’s understanding of experiencing 
anxiety can promote and inhibit their ways of experiencing anxiety. Therefore, this study 
contributes to physical environment of work, anxiety and emotions literature by investigating 
employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices.  
 
5.7.2 Implications for practice 
This study presents implications for practice such as (1) recognizing a demand for 
alternative coping approaches for employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within 
open-plan offices and (2) assisting managers with supporting their employees’ variation of 
understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. Overall, this study 
advocates how employees within open-plan offices require alternative coping approaches 
according to their understandings of experiencing anxiety.  
 
It is recommended that managers assist their employees with identifying and 
providing opportunities compatible to their understandings of experiencing of anxiety. For 
example, managers of employees within open-plan offices can undertake sensitivity training 
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to develop their skills for recognizing and accommodating a variation of employees’ 
understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. Similarly, employees 
demand specialized training to overcome their experiences of anxiety within the open-plan 
office context, according to their understandings of experiencing anxiety.  
 
For this reason, it is recommended that organizations introduce a socialization 
program for new staff to obtain training for dealing with anxiety within open-plan offices. A 
socialization program could assist employees with identifying how to deal with anxiety, 
according to their understandings of experiencing anxiety. Additionally, this program could 
include anxiety inoculation training. This involves exposing employees to minor anxiety-
inducing situations to develop their resilience, so they can deal with major anxieties 
(Meichenbaum, 1985). Therefore, this study contributes to practice in terms of identifying 
ways to support employees’ wellbeing within open-plan offices. The next section will discuss 
the study’s limitations and future research directions.  
 
5. 8 Limitations and future research directions 
This study identified the following limitations; (1) one type of workspace 
configuration, (2) capturing experiences of participants across low anxiety occupations, (3) 
constrained number of participants observed from the interviews and (4) narrow scope of 
observational period. Firstly, this study solely focused on the open-plan office configuration. 
Future studies can explore how individuals may differ in their understandings of experiencing 
anxiety within alternative workspace configurations, such as flexible workspaces and ‘hot 
desking’ environments.  
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Secondly, the employees selected in this study worked in roles and work environments 
that reflected a low level of anxiety (i.e. everyday anxieties). As a consequence, this study did 
not capture employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety under highly demanding 
conditions (i.e. time constrains, life-threatening situations, stressful contexts). Future studies 
can investigate how employees in high stress occupations (i.e. health care) may exhibit 
alternative understandings and ways of experiencing anxiety.  
Thirdly, this study conducted interviews in phase 1 to capture rich insight into 
employees’ experiences within open-plan offices prior to observations. As a result, only half 
of the participants interviewed from organization B (seven participants) participated in the 
observations due to inaccessibility (i.e. participants did not give consent to be observed, were 
on leave or working in the field). However, the observational data collected from the three 
size offices provided an abundance of examples of overt behavior for each understanding of 
experiencing anxiety. Future studies could conduct follow up interviews for key participants 
observed.  
 
Lastly, this study captured observational data across three sizes of open-plan offices 
over two weeks. However, the observational phase could have extended its’ scope to observe 
open-plan offices across a longitudinal basis. Hence, future studies could track the 
fluctuations in employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety in longitudinal study.  
 
Future research needs to examine when and under what conditions does the open-plan 
office context (i.e. organizational culture, power dynamics, occupational sector) intensify or 
mitigate employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. In 
addition, this study identifies research questions for future research: (1) What obstacles do 
employees experience in relation to their understandings of experiencing anxiety? (2) How 
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does stigma influence employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety? Overall, studies 
need to further unpack how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan 
offices.  
 
5. 9 Conclusion 
Employees who experience anxiety at work are at risk of suffering poor health, 
wellbeing and diminished performance (Laing & Jones, 2016). As a consequence, employees 
and organizations accrue psychological and financial costs, due to the heightened levels of 
emotional exhaustion, stress, sick leave and presenteeism (Harder et al., 2014). Employees 
within open-plan offices are susceptible to experiencing anxiety due to the nature of the open-
plan office (Ayoko et al., 2009). However, studies are yet to investigate why some employees 
are more vulnerable to experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices than others.  
 
This present study aimed to investigate how employees differ in their experiences of 
anxiety within open-plan offices. From an interpretive paradigm, this study argues employees 
may differ in their experiences of anxiety because they vary in their understandings of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. This study recognizes findings provide one 
interpretation of how employees differ in their experiences of anxiety within open-plan offices. 
However, this study acknowledges that future research could unpack alternative 
interpretations.  
 
It is essential to unpack a variation of employees’ understandings of experiencing 
anxiety within open-plan offices because a ‘one size fits all’ coping approach will not be 
adequate for all employees. Hence, this study adopted a phenomenography approach to 
identify a variety of employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan 
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offices. Five distinct understandings were derived from the study. These understandings 
include: experiencing anxiety as helplessness, experiencing anxiety as hurt, experiencing 
anxiety as a vulnerability, experiencing anxiety as a problem to be solved and experiencing 
anxiety as stimulating self-development. These understandings answered Research question 1; 
what are the different ways employees understand their experiences of anxiety within open-
plan offices?  
 
Understandings were arranged in a hierarchy according to employees’ level of 
adaptive/maladaptive experiences of anxiety. Employees who experience anxiety as 
helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability are susceptible to maladaptive experiences of anxiety. 
However, employees who experience anxiety as a vulnerability may have the capability to 
shift from maladaptive to adaptive experiences of anxiety when they embody courage. 
Whereas, employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved and stimulating self-
development tend to attain adaptive experiences of anxiety. These findings argue employees’ 
understandings of experiencing anxiety may underpin how they experience anxiety in the way 
they do. Hence, this study further investigated the connection between employees’ 
understandings of experiencing anxiety and ways of experiencing anxiety.  
 
This study generated Research question 2: how are employees’ understandings of 
experiencing anxiety related to the ways they experience anxiety within open-plan offices? 
Understandings consist of what are employees’ ways of experiencing anxiety and how 
employees perceive anxiety within open-plan offices. Employees’ ways of experiencing 
anxiety varied from watching for cues and remaining hyper-vigilant, avoids anxiety, 
withdraws/shifts focus away from anxiety, problem solving and integrating anxiety. Findings 
revealed a connection between employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety and the 
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ways they experience anxiety within open-plan offices. Employees who experience anxiety as 
helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability watched for cues and remained hyper-vigilant, avoided 
anxiety and withdrew/shifted focus away from anxiety. These employees were unable to 
engage in problem solving and integrating anxiety.  
 
In contrast, employees who experience anxiety as a problem to be solved watched for 
cues and remained hyper-vigilant, and engaged in problem solving. Additionally, employees 
who experience anxiety as stimulating self-development watched for cues and remained 
hyper-vigilant, engaged in problem solving and integrated anxiety. Overall, these findings 
depicted what employees do when they experience anxiety within open-plan offices. Yet, 
these findings provide a partial interpretation of employees’ understandings of experiencing 
anxiety within open-plan offices. In order to produce a holistic interpretation of employees’ 
understandings of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices, this study examined how 
employees perceive their experiences of anxiety.  
 
Findings revealed employees differ in how they perceive anxiety within open-plan 
offices. Employees understand anxiety as positive, negative or a paradoxical. Employees who 
understand their experiences of anxiety as helplessness, hurt and a vulnerability upheld a 
negative perception of anxiety. These employees are prone to maladaptive experiences of 
anxiety because they avoid anxiety and withdraw/shift focus away from anxiety. Employees 
who understand their experiences of anxiety as stimulating self-development upheld a positive 
perception of anxiety. Employees who understand their experiences of anxiety as a problem to 
be solved experience anxiety as a paradox because they perceive anxiety as both positive and 
negative concurrently. As a result, this study argues employees’ perspectives of anxiety 
contribute to employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety.  
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Overall, employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety may underpin their ways 
of experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. Therefore, these findings answered 
Research question 2. However, employees’ understandings of experiencing anxiety within the 
open-plan office are context dependent. Hence, findings should be interpreted with caution 
because they cannot be generalized across contexts. 
 
This present study contributes to the physical environment of work and emotions 
literature within the Organizational Behavior field. Firstly, this study builds upon studies on 
employee wellbeing within the physical environment of work literature. Prior studies have 
assumed that employees all understand their experiences of anxiety as harmful because 
employees experience the nature of anxiety as unpleasant (Eysenck, 1992). This study 
provides an important contribution because it is one of the first to recognize how employees 
within open-plan offices can understand their experiences of anxiety as beneficial and 
perceive anxiety as paradoxical. This finding provides an opportunity for future studies to 
further explore how employees understand their experiences as beneficial rather than harmful.  
 
Secondly, this study builds upon the PCT’s (Kelly, 1955) understandings of 
experiencing anxiety. The original PCT postulates only one understanding of experiencing 
anxiety (Kelly, 1955). However, this study reinforces that there may be a variety of 
understandings of experiencing anxiety in contrary to the original PCT. Additionally, this 
study provides recommendations for managers. These practical recommendations aim to help 
managers with assisting their employees when experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices, 
according their understandings of experiencing anxiety. 
 
 96 
Overall, this study argues employees may differ in their experiences of anxiety within 
open-plan offices, according to their understandings of experiencing anxiety. A ‘one size fits 
all’ coping approach will not support employees who differ in their understandings of 
experiencing anxiety within open-plan offices. Therefore, this study advocates that managers 
need to understand their employees’ idiosyncratic experiences of anxiety to assist employees 
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Appendix A: Key terms Glossary  
Key terms glossary  
  
Anxiety “as an emotional state, with the subjectively experienced quality of fear as a closely related emotion” (Lewis 1970, p. 77). 
Open-plan office  
“... as employees sharing a common workspace. There are neither 
walls between workstations nor access to individual windows” (Bodin 
Danielsson & Bodin, 2009, p. 245) 




“when nervous worry becomes so overwhelming, constant, and 
difficult to control that it interferes with one’s life in a negative 
manner” (Harder et al., 2014, p. 91).  
Adaptive experiences 
of anxiety 
“motivating people to prepare for an anticipated event” (Harder et al., 
2014, p. 91). 
Understandings  “people’s ways of experiencing or making sense of their world” (Sandberg, 2000, p. 12). 
Personal Construct 
Theory (PCT)  
A cognitive theory that postulates individuals can vary in their 
personal constructs or understandings of their experiences (Kelly, 
1991). 
Constructs  “an individual’s predisposition to perceive and refers to how the world is construed” (Home, Bauer & Hunziker, 2010, p. 503). 
Interpretive research 
paradigm 
“systematic analysis of socially meaningful action through the 
detailed observation of people in natural settings in order to arrive at 
understandings and interpretations of how people create and maintain 
their social worlds”  (Neuman, 2011, p.101-102) 
Phenomenology 
“the way that knowledge comes into being in consciousness and 
clarifies the assumptions upon which all human understandings are 
grounded” (Adams & van Manen, 2008, p. 615) 




Appendix B: Personal Construct Theory (PCT) (Kelly, 1955) 
*(Katz, 1984). 



























which serve as 
points of 
departure for the 




Construction Corollary: A person anticipates events by construing their 
replications.  
Individuality Corollary: Persons differ from each other in their 
constructions of events.  
Organization Corollary: Each person characteristically evolves, for his 
convenience in anticipating events, a construction system embracing 
ordinal relationships between constructs.  
Dichotomy Corollary: A person’s construction system is composed of a 
finite number of dichotomous constructs.  
Choice Corollary: A person chooses for himself that alternative in a 
dichotomous construct through which he anticipates the greater 
possibility for extension and definition of his system.  
Range Corollary: A construct is convenient for the anticipation of a 
finite range of events only. 
Experience Corollary: A person’s construction system varies as he 
successively construes the replications of events. 
Modulation Corollary: The variation in a person’s construction system 
is limited by the permeability of the constructs within whose ranges of 
convenience the variants lie.  
Fragmentation Corollary: A person may successively employ a variety 
of construction subsystems which are inferentially incompatible with 
each other.  
Communality Corollary: To the extent that one person employs a 
construction of experience which is similar to that employed by another, 
his psychological processes are similar to those of the other person. 
Sociality Corollary: To the extent that one person construes the 
construction processes of another he may play a role in a social process 
involving the other person.  
Emotion Corollary*: To the extent a person perceives an event in terms 
of a primitive construct and, as a necessary consequence, reacts with a 
psychophysiological anticipation that is involuntary, transient, and 




Appendix C: Consent Form 
 
Dear Participant,  
 
 
Research Study: Understanding Employees' Experiences within Open-plan Offices 
 
As a participant in this research, your acceptance is required as confirmation of your informed consent 
to participating in this study. By completing this form, you agree that you have read and understood 
the “Participant Information Sheet” for this research project.  
 
This study involves you being observed and participating in an interview. You understand that 
participation is completely voluntary, will not affect your employment, and you may withdraw at any 
time without providing a reason or experiencing judgment, bias or prejudice from researchers or the 
gatekeeper. You can withdraw from the study by stating that you are not participating in the study or 
by not participating in the study e.g. not answering the questions, remaining silence. All data from 
participants who are not involved in the study will be discarded from the data collected and will not be 
included in the data analysis. Individuals who are not involved in the study will not be directly 
observed and observations that include individuals who are not involved in the study will not be 
collected.  
 
Interviews will be conducted in a separate closed room, away from the open-plan office to ensure that 
participants have privacy to answer their interview questions. Interviews will be recorded by an audio 
device, however all data collected will remain confidential and will be accessed only by the 
researchers. All data collected will be stored in a password protected folder in a UQBS computer. 
Results that contain any information which could reveal the organisation or participants' 
identity/personal details will be taken out. All excerpts included in publications from the interview 
transcripts will be free of any specific details to uphold confidentiality.  
 
This study adheres to the Guidelines of the ethical review process of The University of Queensland 
and the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Whilst you are free to discuss 
your participation in this study with project staff (contactable on 0422 248 014), if you would like to 
speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Ethics Coordinator 
on +61 7 3365 3924.  
 
Principal Investigator: Asmita Manchha 
UQ Business School, The University of Queensland, St Lucia 4072.  
Phone: 0422 248 014, Email: s4303202@student.uq.edu.au 
 
Principal Advisor: Associate Professor Oluremi (Remi) Ayoko;  
Office phone: +61 7 3346 8145 ; Email: r.ayoko@business.uq.edu.au 
 
 
I have read the information above and give consent to participate in the study. I am over the age of 
18 years. 
 
Name:  ......................................................................................................................................................  
 







Appendix D: Interview questions 
 
Q What are your challenges within your open-plan office?   
Q What were some exciting experiences within your open-plan office?   
Q How did you manage these mixed experiences within your open-plan office?  
 
Examples of probing questions:  
Q What aspect of the open plan office (e.g. physical features or social interactions with 
others) triggered this experience? 
 
Q Please describe to me the practical steps you took to overcome these mixed feelings and 
emotions?  
 
Q Did you have any support when you were working through these mixed experiences? 
 
Q What did you learn about these mixed experiences?  
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Appendix E: Demographic details of the participants involved in 






Age Gender Role at work Duration in 
open-plan 
office (yrs) 
ID1 Medium 56+ F Science technical officer 6.5 
ID2 Small 46-55 M Admin 7 
ID3 Medium 56+ F Project officer 6 
ID4 Large 46-55 M Science technical officer 6 
ID5 Large 36-45 F Admin 4 
ID6 Medium 46-55 M Science technical officer 6 
ID7 Large 56+ M Admin 8 
ID8 Medium 46-55 M Project officer 7 
ID9 Medium 56+ F Project officer 29 
ID10 Large 46-55 M Project officer 7 
ID11 Large 36-45 M Project officer 4 
ID12 Medium 36-45 F Researcher 2 
ID13 Small 46-55 F Project officer 30 
ID14 Large 46-55 M Science technical officer 16 
ID15 Small 56+ M Researcher 2 
ID16 Medium 25-35 F Researcher 4 
ID17 Small 25-35 F Researcher 2.5 
ID18 Large 36-45 F Policy director/officer 7 




Demographic details of the total number of participants involved in the interview phase 
Size open-
plan office 
Age Gender Role at work Duration in open-plan office 


























5 7 7 3 4 7 5 9 10 5 5 2 4 3 7 9 0 1 0 2 
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Appendix F: Observations schedule 
 
(Size) open-plan office 
Observing lived experiences within the nominated 
open-plan office 
Open-plan office observations   
(environment & Interactions) 
Environment characteristics (OPO) (see 
maps/diagrams in notebook) 
 
Energy (sensations)   
Floor plans: visual mapping   
Closed office use   
Meeting rooms use  
Breakout rooms use  
No. of individuals  
No. of desks/workspaces  
Periodical count: (x times) individuals present  
Visibility   
Noise  
Health  
Fun culture (i.e. birthday celebration)  
Emotions  
Anxiety  
Vulnerability   
Values   
Politics   
Awareness   
Body language  
Gestures  
verbal  
Facial expression  
Group Dynamics   





Behavior/Body movements  
Emotional  
Social   
Withdrawal  
Body language + facial expressions (related to 
withdrawal)  
 
Spatial behaviours/spatial positions  
Linguistic/dialogue  
Behavior/Body movements  
Emotional  
Social   
Silence   
Independent work tasks  
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Participant individual details  
Informal/social interpersonal  
Asking for help  
Helping   
Work related intrapersonal  
Group activity  
- actual content of talking (what is said)  
- extra linguistic (verbal behavior)  
speaking rates,  
Volume e.g. loudness,  
tendency to interrupt  
tendency to be interrupted  
Equipment, tools   
Technology  
Printer/stationary area  
Personalisation  
Individual   
Collective   
 

































    












































































































































   
  
 
































   
   


























































Appendix H: Demographic details of the participants involved in 






Age Gender Role at work Duration in open-
plan office (yrs) 
Small IDS1 46-55 F Admin 6 
 IDS2 56+ F Admin 6.5 
 IDS3 46-55 M Admin 7 
 IDS4 56+ F Admin 7 
 IDS5 56+ M Admin 8 
 IDS7 46-55 M Admin 6 
Medium IDM1 46-55 F Admin 4 
 IDM2 56+ F Admin 7 
 IDM3 46-55 M Project officer 7 
 IDM4 36-45 F Project officer 7 
 IDM5 56+ F Project officer 6 
 IDM6 46-55 F Project officer 3 
 IDM7 36-45 M Project officer 7 
 IDM8 56+ M Admin 7 
 IDM9 56+ M Policy director 40 
 IDM10 36-45 M Researcher 7 
 IDM11 56+ F Project officer 29 
Large IDL1 46-55 F Admin 5 
 IDL2 26-35 M Researcher 6 
 IDL3 36-45 F Science technical officer 5 
 IDL4 36-45 F Researcher 1 month 
 IDL5 46-55 F Science technical officer 7 
 IDL6 56+ M Researcher 7 
 IDL7 46-55 M Science technical officer 25 
 IDL8 46-55 F Science technical officer 6 
 IDL9 46-55 F Science technical officer 16 
 IDL10 36-45 F Researcher 6 
 IDL11 36-45 F Admin 4 
 IDL12 46-55 M Project officer  
 IDL13 46-55 M Science technical officer 16 
 IDL14 36-45 M Researcher 8 
 IDL15 46-55 M Researcher 7 
 IDL17 26-35 M Researcher 3 
 IDL18 46-55 F Researcher 4 
 IDL21 56+ F Science technical officer 6.5 
 IDL22 36-45 M Researcher 7 
 IDL23 36-45 F Researcher 4 weeks 
 IDL24 26-35 M Science technical officer 1 
 IDL25 56+ M Researcher 3 
 IDL26 26-35 M Admin 11 months 
 IDL28 46-55 M Researcher 6 
 IDL29 36-45 F Admin 7 
 IDL30 26-35 F Admin 6 
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Demographic details of the total number of participants involved in the observations phase 
 Age Gender Role at work Duration in open-plan office 
25-
35 






























19% 31% 38% 12% 54% 46% 46% 4% 0% 31% 19% 34.5% 54% 0% 7.5% 4% 0% 
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“I watch people which might make them nervous to see if they are 
prepared to talk to me or not. So if I walk into a room and they don’t 
have eye contact I might say “Hello” but if they are not interested in me 
I wont push it...” (ID15)  
 
“If she rushes in, drops her bag and leaves for the lab and doesn’t say 
anything, I’ll say okay, she’s busy, don’t annoy her. If she sort of swans 
in and says, “Good morning,” and opens the computer up, then I’m like 
okay, maybe she’s having a good day and I should say, “Hi, how was 
your weekend?” (ID12)  
 
“I think I try and judge her mood when she comes in in the morning and 
see if she’s happy and wants to be chatty or if it looks like she’s got a lot 
to do and she’s not in the mood”. (ID12)  
Avoids anxiety 
 
“Basically avoid them...They’re just what I would call a ‘difficult 
personality’...” (ID1)  
 
“... I excuse myself from the situation...[I] would go out to another 
office or outside or go for a walk some where just calm down... I just 
switch off and go for a walk and start thinking about something else” 
(ID8)  
Withdraws/shifts 
focus away from 
anxiety 
 
“I just know how to turn off and just concentrate on what I am doing… I 
just kind of get absorbed in what I am doing… I just learn how to ignore 
everything else…” (ID6) 
 
“I would try and switch off because I’m not the person that will go and 
say, “Come on. Be quiet. You’re disturbing me.” I’m not 
confrontational.” (ID1)  
 
“… I was feeling concerned. So I did not want to after every phone call 
justify, that they [other colleagues] shouldn’t panic and be concerned. 
In the end, I just took the position we are all adults we are all going to 
manage the situation… There is not much I can do about it. I alerted my 
manager about that and it was left as that… It took a very deliberate 
effort on my part to not care any more…” (ID18) 
Problem solving  
 
“... Resolving something in the space is like when I put the tape down 
the table it was like ‘Hey, we have this problem with our stuff getting 
mixed up with each other because we are both using the same space 
what can we do about it?’ Let’s put the tape down so you know we can 
just manage our own space more effectively umm and then too easy. 
Problem solved” (ID17)  
 
“... I presented a paper... about if you have germs in a particular area 
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how quickly it can spread in the open-plan, so I have tried to encourage 




“… I really resented being forced to move [to this open-plan office] 
because I did not want to get stuck in this really stuffy working 
environment… Once I got over the resentment, I started to relax into 
myself there and actually be myself… I will say the environment just has 
to deal with it and the environment did…” (ID5) 
 
“I try to manage it with therapy... How I personally take certain 
comments and how I can try to be less sensitive to towards these 














 “There’s not a lot of other options [with coping within the open-plan 
office]… I don’t think there’s a lot of solutions to at the moment.” 
(ID12) 
 
“When I began [working in an open-plan office], it was afraid, it was 
hesitant…. that was kind of scary.  Will I work with these people? A lot 
of people I knew, a lot of people I didn’t know, and even though you 
know people you’re not aware of their work habits.  Will I, in close 
quarters, be able to get along with them…”(ID2). 
Understanding 2 
experiencing 
anxiety as hurt 
 “Basically avoid them [colleagues in the open-plan office]… They’re 
[colleague] just what I would call a difficult personality…” (ID1) 
“… You overhear a few things and you are aware things are happening 
but it doesn’t involve me so I don’t go over and get involved… If it does 
not involve me, does not involve my role then I keep right out of it and 
just leave them to sort it out” (ID9) 
“…I don’t want to upset people I don’t want to interrupt people but I do 




anxiety as a 
vulnerability 
“I can tolerant that sort of thing [stress], I still focus on my work…” 
(ID10) 
 
“… I excuse myself from the situation…[I] would go out to another 
office or outside or go for a walk some where just calm down… I just 
switch off and go for a walk and start thinking about something else” 
(ID8) 
 
Commenting on withdrawing in the open-plan office: “I know how to 
turn off… It probably comes automatically now from consciously, 
subconsciously… So that is something I have learnt I think in the open-
plan” (ID6)  
 
Referring to the exposure within open-plan offices: 
“[the open-plan office has] no walls and doors… They [colleagues] 
know you are there…[you] can’t hide…” (ID6) 
Understanding 4 
experiencing 
anxiety as a 
problem to be 
solved 
“… Resolving something in the [open] space is when I put the tape 
down the table it was like hey we have this problem with our stuff getting 
mixed up with each other because we are both using the same space 
what can we do about it? Let’s put the tape down so you know we can 
just manage our own space more effectively and then too easy. Problem 
solved” (ID17) 
 
“…You just need education to sort of remind people a number of 
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hygiene things to minimize likelihood of spreading it [sickness]… I tried 
to encourage people with the signs not just complaining… I was 






“…You actually have to dig a little deeper and find out why, is it me? Is 
it them? Is it us? What do we have to do? Fortunately… if it is worth 
fixing them we will try and fix it… the people I work with now are the 
people I have to spend every day with so they would be the people I 
would try a fix it…” (ID5) 
“It is kind of a give and a take… Sometimes the treatment in the open-
plan office is” (ID16) 
 
“I have for a few times stuck up for myself a few times in the office which 
is typically via email where I feel strong but weak at the time because I 
am quite terrified about the situation and the kind of respond I am going 






 Appendix K: Demographic details of participants’ individual differences
Demographic details of participants within each understanding 
Participants Age (yrs) Gender Role at work Size of open-plan 
office 
Duration in open-plan office  











































2 50% 50% 0% 0% 100% 0% 50% 0% 0% 0% 50% 0% 50% 50% 100% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
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